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“On the one side, there is extremely powerful forces of industrialism, 
capitalism and consumerism, and on the other side, there is the ruling 
elite actively welcoming these forces. Crushed in between is the humble 
artisan.” 
(Bhasin & Kak 1997, p. 2)  
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Abstract 
 
This research is about investigating the livelihood of Myanmar artisans producing 
and selling handicrafts. The craft sector is one of the five largest employers in the 
world, yet remains relatively unresearched except for in India. Myanmar has 
recently merged back into the global community after 50 years of isolation, and 
now has over a quarter of its 51 million people living in poverty with income less 
than US$1.90 per day. The craft sector is Myanmar’s fourth largest employer, yet 
only a handful of research studies in Myanmar exist that have addressed the issues 
and conditions of this sector. The key research problem that guided this study is the 
lack of discussion in literature that examines the dimensions and characteristics of 
the artisanal livelihood in a developing country undergoing economic and social 
transition.  
To address this research problem, this study’s literature review focused on poverty 
and poverty alleviation; sustainable livelihood (SL) development; value chain (VC) 
models; market systems development (MSD); marketing systems theory; linkages 
between poverty, poverty alleviation, SLs, VCs and market systems paradigms; as 
well as the international craft sector and artisan livelihoods, with a focus on 
Myanmar’s traditional handicraft industries as the primary case study.  
Qualitative exploratory research was undertaken involving semi-structured 
interviews among three participant groups: 1) artisans; 2) handicraft distributors; 
and 3) institutional managers. All participants were directly involved in the 
Myanmar handicraft industries, with a total of 39 interviews conducted across 
seven research sites in Myanmar. Analysis was conducted using both inductive 
manual thematic analysis (TA) and deductive CAQDAS (NVivo) TA methods. As part 
of this data collection and analysis, a conceptual framework was developed that 
aided in addressing the core research objectives.  
The results of this study show that the market systems in Myanmar’s handicraft 
industries are complex due to the various economic and social relationships, 
linkages and exchanges that exist within and between the various market players. 
Most artisans appeared content with their livelihood choice, with few suffering 
vii 
 
from absolute poverty; although some were experiencing relative poverty. The 
artisans’ main concerns about their future related to the lack of youth involvement 
in the industry, depletion of natural resources, lack of government support 
(especially in exports), international and mass-produced competition, and internal 
armed conflict or sanctions reducing international tourism. Major retailers 
dominate the handicraft VCs in Myanmar, but are generally unable to obtain 
adequate stock due to increased demand and a decreasing artisanal workforce. The 
retailer’s primary concerns were a dwindling artisan workforce, decreasing quality 
of handicraft, and the hefty sales commissions for tour guides. Retailers that 
backward integrate into production are trying to reduce prices via mass production 
methods. Institutional managers often perceived a lack of unity and coordination in 
the handcraft industries, while those in government either had other priorities or a 
lack of financial resources to adequately support Myanmar artisans and the 
handicraft industries.   
This exploratory research indicates that the current generation of Myanmar artisans 
will survive, and that those with exceptional creative and entrepreneurial skills may 
even thrive; given that the general economy continues to improve and tourist 
numbers continue to grow, as predicted. However, the handicraft industries in 
Myanmar are not seen as sustainable due to youths’ unwillingness to become 
artisans, the depletion of natural resources, and a lack of concern for artisans by 
their institutions. The Myanmar people and their institutions have to make a choice; 
either let the cultural heritage of traditional handicrafts die out over future 
generations, or intervene to protect them. If wishing to protect their artisanal 
intangible cultural heritage (ICH), institutional coordination is a necessity. 
Making Markets Work for the Poor (M4P) / market systems development (MSD) is 
widely used by practitioners and international development agencies for pro-poor 
development in developing countries. Yet this study’s results imply that by using 
this market-oriented, macroeconomic model without incorporating other 
microeconomic models, there is a risk of valuable micro understanding being left 
out of MSD research. This could mean an incomplete view of the industry is 
obtained, leading to ill-informed intervention strategies, rules and policies being 
developed by the development institutions. Consequently, MSD results may be of 
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little value to those that are vulnerable, and have unintended benefits for those 
already with market power and influence. A blended conceptual framework was 
therefore developed in this study, using a variety of models to gain an inclusive 
depth of micro, meso and macro knowledge of the social networks involved in 
Myanmar artisan livelihoods and handicraft industries. With this clearer picture, 
properly informed strategic decisions could be made within handicraft industries 
that increase the likelihood of pro-poor market and livelihood development success.  
Furthermore, the implications of this study for public sector managers involved in 
handicrafts in developing countries is that the framework could be applied to gather 
and analyse in-depth knowledge of artisan livelihoods and handicraft industries. In 
particular, it could help to make informed decisions on interventions, rules and 
policies that are required to assist with sustainable artisan livelihood and handicraft 
industry development.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 Problem Statement 
While there is a wealth of literature on sustainable livelihoods (SLs) (de Silva 2013; 
Patnaik & Prasad 2014), there is minimal information about artisanal SLs in a 
developing country undergoing socioeconomic transitions. Relatively few have 
studied the impact of such changes on handicraft industries let alone the social and 
economic vulnerability of the artisans that work within them. Most poverty 
alleviation literature has focused on interventionist development methods and 
frameworks intended to lift the most vulnerable out of poverty (e.g. Carney et al. 
1999; Department for International Development – DFID 2005; Donor Committee 
for Enterprise Development – DCED 2013; Downing 2013; Humphrey 2014; Centre 
for Development and Cooperation – NADEL & Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation – SDC 2007). The intangible cultural heritage (ICH) of developing 
countries, particularly traditional artisans and their respective handicraft industries, 
have often been neglected in such research (Hill 2015; Turner 2012). This is 
surprising given that the craft sector is the second largest source of income behind 
agriculture for most marginalised groups in developing countries (Aid to Artisans 
2012). 
Developing countries undergoing transformation from a controlled to free market 
economy may experience a variety of changes within their political, economic, legal, 
demographic, social, cultural, technological and natural landscape (Rudzkiene & 
Burinskiene 2007). Such transitional changes are often influenced by decisions and 
practices of the country’s institutions (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 
Development – OECD 2014), which impact the everyday lives of locals. Some 
institutions perform well and benefit many people’s lives, while others only benefit 
a few (usually the elites), to the detriment of the rest of the population (Bhaumik & 
Dimova 2011). For any developing country, the greatest socioeconomic challenge is 
that of poverty alleviation (Igbokwe-Ibeto, Akhakpe & Oteh 2012; Rapatsa 2015).   
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Making Markets Work for the Poor (M4P) also known as ‘market systems 
development’ (MSD) has been the most dominant poverty alleviation framework 
used across the globe (e.g. Albu 2008; Campbell 2014; Campbell & Downing n.d.; 
DCED 2017; Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade – DFAT 2017; DFID & SDC 
2008; Helvetas 2017; Humphrey 2014; International Labour Organization – ILO 
2016; Mercy Corps 2017; Practical Action 2014; Voluntary Service Overseas – VSO 
2017). MSDs are economically-driven programs intended to reduce poverty by 
strengthening institutional structures and processes and commercial social 
networks to enhance how the poor interact within economic markets (DFAT 2017). 
The overarching aim is to improve industries to include and benefit those that are 
most vulnerable (Ferrand, Gibson & Scott 2004; Humphrey 2014). Yet MSD 
programs and corresponding research on the livelihood of traditional artisans in 
developing countries remains scant (Building Effective and Accessible Markets 
Exchange – BEAM Exchange 2017). In particular, there is no MSD research on how 
traditional artisans are coping with the many socioeconomic changes that are often 
occurring in developing countries. This void leaves researchers and institutions 
lacking in understanding of how artisans in developing countries experience such 
transitions, and unable to determine whether or how MSD programs benefit them. 
To help address this research gap, this study has investigated the field of pro-poor 
development strategies, drilling down into the crafts and traditional handicraft 
industries. It has used Myanmar and its handicraft sector as a case study of a 
developing country undergoing socioeconomic transitions, specifically focusing on 
Myanmar artisans and their SL capabilities. As shown in Figure 1.1, this investigation 
commenced with a broader livelihood and development perspective that led to a 
more specific focus on Myanmar artisans (Perry 2012).  
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Figure 1.1: Fields of study 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.2 Background to the Research 
A substantial lack of literature on craft sectors worldwide has often been put down 
to the fact that many countries struggle to collect such data (Ghosh 2013; National 
Craft Initiative 2014; Richard 2007). Within the scant literature, poverty appears to 
be rampant among artisans in developing countries (Ideas for Action 2017; Lane 
2016; Littrell 2015; Luthra 2005). Extreme poverty has been defined as those living 
with little or no food, shelter, clothes, healthcare, education and other physical 
means of living or ability of improving one’s life (United Nations World Summit on 
Sustainable Development – UNWSSD 1995); relative poverty has been defined as 
economic inequality in a specific location or society (United Nations Development 
Programme – UNDP & International Recovery Platform – IRP 2010). 
Various poverty alleviation interventions have been adopted by international and 
national institutions to try and reduce or end poverty. Among these, the sustainable 
livelihood approach (SLA) has been used successfully to alleviate poverty across a 
variety of industries and sectors (Scoones 2009; Solesbury 2003). A livelihood is 
deemed sustainable when people can cope with and recover from stress and 
shocks, maintain or enhance their capabilities and assets, and provide SL 
opportunities for the next generation (Chambers & Conway 1991; DFID 1999; 
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United Nations Conference on Environment and Development – UNCED 1992). The 
SLA allows for a broad, systemic view of the factors that cause poverty (Clarke & 
Carney 2008; DFID 1999), including how people choose to live their lives and why 
they make the choices they do (Carr 2013; DFID 1999; Scoones 2009). Yet while the 
SLA covers economic, social and natural environmental dimensions across micro, 
meso and macro levels, it often lacks gender, power/political dimensions, 
entrepreneurship and market intelligence to improve livelihoods (de Haan & 
Zoomers 2005; Dorward & Poole 2003; Krantz 2001).   
In 2006, the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology’s Centre for Development and 
Cooperation (NADEL), in cooperation with the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC), developed the Rural Livelihood System (RLS) holistic framework 
(NADEL & SDC 2007). The RLS focuses its analysis on the workings of a household, 
with attention given to individual psychographic dimensions. This has added further 
depth to the understanding of the SLA (NADEL & SDC 2007). Despite this, by 2007 
the poverty alleviation paradigm had shifted away from SLAs among international 
aid and development institutions and moved toward MSD interventions (e.g. Asian 
Development Bank – ADB 2008; DFID 2003; Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency – SIDA 2003) a revitalised version of the new institutional 
economics (NIE) model (DFID 2005; Williamson 1975).  
This ideological shift away from the micro-intensive SLA commenced with the 
United Nations Millennium Summit (2000) where the number one millennium 
development goal (MDG) was to halve those living in poverty across the globe (on 
less than US$1.25) by 2015. This more economic focus on poverty led to the 
development of the M4P (DFID & Oxford Policy Management – OPM 2000; Dorward 
& Poole 2003; Ferrand, Gibson & Scott 2004; DFID 2005), a neo-liberal, 
economically-oriented approach (Clarke & Carney 2008; de Haan 2012; Scoones 
2009). The M4P premise is that if you fix the ‘inhibiting market factors’ for the poor 
via access, fair pricing and other improved economic conditions, poverty will be 
alleviated (Ferrand, Gibson & Scott 2004). 
However, the M4P/MSD approach does not take into consideration the non-
material aspects of wellbeing (e.g. happiness), including the micro social networks 
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and natural and human assets of the poor (Clarke & Carney 2008; de Haan & 
Zoomers 2005; Scoones 2009). Nor does it fully consider self-interest materialism, 
otherwise known as greed that may exist among those that exert power within 
markets with imperfect competition; often relevant to developing countries (Ruffer 
& Wach 2013; Springfield Centre 2008a). Furthermore, throughout the M4P/MSD 
literature there is little mention of Layton’s (2007, 2009, 2011, 2015) Marketing 
Systems Theory, even though it has defined marketing systems via a macro-
marketing perspective of economic growth.  
Alternatively, the SLA and RLS poverty alleviation frameworks offer a detailed view 
of the economic, social, environmental and psychological dimensions of livelihoods, 
primarily at the micro household level. Even though the SL models lack specific 
dimensions discussed previously, the models do illustrate how the micro livelihood 
aspects interact with, and are affected by, the institutional structures and processes 
occurring at the meso and macro level (Carney et al. 1999; NADEL & SDC 2007). In 
contrast, the M4P/MSD approach specifically focuses on the economic aspects at 
the meso and macro level (DFID 2005); aiming to avoid the micro elements and 
enabling pro-poor development to meld with macro level globalisation practices 
(UK Government 2000). That means M4P/MSD proponents are often attempting to 
remove the complexity associated with the SL micro perspective (Clarke & Carney 
2008; Scoones 2009). Yet Layton (2007) embraced these micro aspects, aware of 
the critical macro-micro linkages in marketing system dynamics modelling.  
Thus, to gain a deep understanding of the complexities involved in SLs and industry 
marketing systems, this study on artisan livelihoods and handicraft value chains 
required a blended micro, meso and macro approach. That further required 
investigation into artisans’ community and commercial social networks, culture, 
power/politics, and gender dimensions across all social and economic levels (Clarke 
& Carney 2008; de Haan 2012, 2017; Scoones 2009; Turner 2012). Consumers of 
handicrafts play a vital role in handicraft markets (Scrase 2005). However, the role 
of customers within artisan livelihoods and in handicraft value chain marketing 
systems, was considered to be too broad of a topic to complete within this study.  
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This study’s primary aim was to address the knowledge gap via deep exploration of 
the phenomena of artisan livelihoods, by incorporating linkages across the SLA, RLS, 
M4P/MSD, value chain (VC) and marketing systems theory constructs. This involved 
a thorough investigation of the artisans’ livelihood and market-based dimensions to 
determine the factors influencing artisan SLs within handicraft industries during 
socioeconomic transitions in a developing country like Myanmar. The remainder of 
this chapter provides an overview of the study context, followed by the objectives, 
methodology, results, contributions and organisation of this study.  
1.3 Research Context 
This study was conducted in the context of traditional handicraft industries in 
Myanmar. Given that the craft sector represents a large employment base in many 
developing countries, research into artisans’ SLs is needed to drive the sector’s 
ongoing development. While artisan and craft sector research has been undertaken 
in other South-East (SE) Asian countries such as Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos 
and Malaysia (e.g. Decena, Decena & Cosico 2008; Gough & Dang 2009; Gough & 
Rigg 2012; Howard 2008; Kaewpradit, Keeratiburana & Janta-Po 2013; Nik Mat, 
Kamariah & Marangkun 2010; Purser 2007; Redzuan & Aref 2009; Wiboonpongse, 
Sriboonchitta & Chaovanapoonphol 2007; Zulueta 2008), Myanmar’s craft sector 
has received little attention (Lo 2015; United Nations Industrial Development 
Organization – UNIDO 2014). After fifty years of military dictatorship Myanmar has 
re-entered the global community with sanctions being lifted in 2012 and rapid 
changes taking effect (ADB 2014; UNDP 2014). Furthermore, studies of 
socioeconomic transitional effects on traditional artisans and their respective 
handicraft industries in SE Asia are rare, with none published about Myanmar. Thus, 
any interventionist development decisions that aim at positive change for artisans 
and their livelihoods in Myanmar is based on speculative, or at best limited and 
unpublished research.  
With limited contextual understanding of traditional artisans undergoing 
socioeconomic transitions, some well-meaning Western international institutions 
have attempted poverty alleviation and development programmes for artisans and 
handicraft industries in Myanmar (e.g. UNIDO 2014; Lo 2015; CBI 2016). In these 
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and other developing country cases, the interventions had focussed on upgrading 
the traditional handicraft practices that would allow artisans to attain a sustainable 
livelihood and rid their lives of poverty (Liebl and Tirthankar 2004; UNDP Bhutan 
2014). These programmes involved product and/or market diversification, new 
designs, new technologies, greater efficiencies to reduce cost, increased economies 
of scale, sourcing of new materials and business development services (e.g. ADB 
2006; ITC and UNIDO 2011; UNIDO 2014; United Nations Iraq 2018). In effect, when 
conducted in various developing countries in SE Asia this tends to cause global 
cultural homogenisation or a form of globalised standardisation amongst the 
traditional handicraft products (UNESCO and UNDP 2013). Whether intended or 
unintended, these interventions in traditional handicraft industries in developing 
countries are gradually being transformed into contemporary craft industries (Rana 
2010). In this process, the intangible cultural heritage (or ‘traditional skills’ aspect) is 
degraded or totally lost and with it so is the uniqueness of the culturally related 
handcrafted product (Arantes 2012; Stefano et al. 2012).   
The United Nations Environmental, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 
define ICH as; 
“the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as 
the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith 
– that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part 
of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from 
generation to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and 
groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and 
their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus 
promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity” (UNESCO 
2003, Article 2.1; p.2). Once ICH is lost it is difficult, if not impossible to 
restore (UNESCO and ITC 1998). 
According to the literature in SE Asia, the term ICH differs since they still maintain 
many traditional skills which have already been lost in the case of many countries in 
the Western world (Curtis 2011). However, in SE Asia the traditional handicraft 
industries have in their traditional handicrafts a direct connection to their nation’s 
culture. Whereas the intervention practices of western development and aid 
agencies outlined above, bring with them contemporary craft methods that are 
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based on western markets and trends. These practices tend to detract from the ICH 
of developing countries in SE Asia (McIntyre-Tamwoy & O'Rourke 2017). 
Adding to this, the creative and cultural industries that encapsulate the craft sector 
are often poorly defined in both developed and developing countries (Caust 2003; 
Dodd & Morgan 2013; Galloway & Dunlop 2007; Pratt 2005). Thus, research into 
handicraft industries has been severely hampered as the terms ‘craft’ and 
‘handicraft’ often carry different meanings across cultures or are used 
interchangeably, as is discussed further in section 1.3.2.  
1.3.1 An overview of the Myanmar context 
Formerly known as ‘Burma’, Myanmar is the second largest country in SE Asia after 
Indonesia, and borders with five countries: Bangladesh; India; China (including 
Tibet); Laos; and Thailand (Aye 2015). The country has a population of 51.4 million, 
of which 89% are Buddhist by religion (Ministry of Immigration and Population – 
MIP 2016). 
The people of Myanmar endured a military junta dictatorship from 1958 to 2012. 
The country was consequently estranged from the global community via embargoes 
and economic sanctions from 1962. These sanctions were lifted in April 2012 after 
democratic by-elections were held (ADB 2012).  
Since 2012, the people of Myanmar have been undergoing intense and rapid 
socioeconomic transitions based on transformations from: 
1. authoritarian military system to democratic governance 
2. planned economy to a free market system 
3. internal armed conflict to peace 
4. isolation from global community to gradual inclusion 
5. traditional to more sophisticated technology usage. 
(ADB 2014; Thorpe 2014; UNDP 2017; World Bank 2014) 
In 2014 when this study commenced, 25.6% of Myanmar’s population lived below 
the International Poverty Line (IPL) of US$1.25 per day, and 86% of these poor lived 
in rural areas (Lo 2015; UNDP 2014).   
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1.3.2 An overview of the craft and handicraft context – globally and Myanmar 
Without the understanding of ICH discussed in section 1.3, the SL context and value 
of traditional artisans in developing countries is difficult to discern. Among the ICH 
domains, “traditional craftsmanship is perhaps the most tangible manifestation” 
(United Nations Educational, Scientific & Cultural Organization – UNESCO n.d. A). 
That is, ICH focus on traditional craftsmanship is not on the products produced, but 
more about safeguarding the traditional skills and knowledge (Stefano, David & 
Corsane 2012). 
There is no consensus on the definitions of craft and handicrafts in the literature 
and therefore classifications of the craft sector within the cultural and creative 
industries have proven to be problematic. If we cannot properly define crafts and 
handicrafts then any attempt to measure either of them seems futile. UNESCO and 
International Trade Centre – ITC (1997) put forward a definition of artisanal 
products without mentioning the terms craft or handicraft. They stated that 
artisanal products are any goods produced by artisans either by hand or mechanical 
means so long as the manual contribution of the artisan is “the most substantial 
component of the finished product”(p. 6). Furthermore, they added that there is no 
restriction on the quantity that can be produced and the raw materials must be 
sustainable regardless of where they come from.  
Some critics have therefore contended that this United Nations (UN) definition 
enables ‘artisanal products’ to be mass-produced and made from imported raw 
materials (Dianat & Allahdadi 2016; Richard 2007; Zhu & Zhu 2010). Such mass 
production often devalues the local cultural and social connections, as well as the 
ICH of handicrafts and the link to the local natural environment (Hadi et al. 2008). 
Some have also argued that this definition reflects the dominant globalisation 
paradigm of product standardisation (Prime & Delcourt-Itonaga 2010). This can 
cause a rift between traditional higher-cost/low-volume micro and ‘cottage’ 
producers that target local markets/tourists, and the lower-cost/high-volume 
factory facilities for the globalised market VCs (Friel & Santagata 2008). 
In line with the ICH of handicrafts, Barber and Krivoshlykova (2006, p. 1) from the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) defined handicrafts as 
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“unique expressions of a particular culture or community through local artisanship 
and local raw materials”. According to Chang, Wall and Chang (2008, p. 386), 
“handicrafts are products significant to the country where they are made, due to 
skill, tradition, culture, and local materials used”. Dianat and Allahdadi (2016) 
further contended that handicrafts are products made by hand in the context of 
culture and philosophical dispositions, taste and art of people living in a region with 
respect to their tribal heritages.  
The terms ‘traditional handicrafts’, ‘indigenous handicrafts’, ‘ethnic handicrafts’ and 
‘cultural handicrafts’ are often used interchangeably (Clarke & Brackner 2016). 
However, the term ‘handicraft’ on its own denotes the cultural aspects of artisanal 
products that are made by individual artisans or cottage industries using locally 
sourced materials and not made in mass-production factories (Hsu & Ngoc 2016). 
Mass-production requires technology, large amounts of capital and machinery 
(Hindle 2009; Stinchcombe 1959); in general these factors do not seem to bode well 
with household or village handicraft production. 
In Myanmar, definitions and classifications of handicrafts are more clear and 
simplified because it was shut off from the outside world for close to 60 years (ADB 
2012). Meaning that almost all crafts produced in Myanmar utilised traditional 
methods (UNIDO 2010); simple tools and local materials based on ICH, with the 
handicraft skills passed between generations (Lo 2015; Vlahek 2017). According to 
the literature, this defines their craft sector as ‘traditional’ in nature, producing 
more traditional handicrafts (Barber & Krivoshlykova 2006; Chang, Wall & Chang 
2008; Clarke & Brackner 2016; Dianat & Allahdadi 2016; Richard 2007). Thus, the 
term ‘handicrafts’ is used throughout this thesis to define traditional handicrafts. 
Lastly, the MIP (2016) Myanmar Census report cited that the ‘craft and related 
trade workers’ sector employed 11.7% of the working population (2.4 million 
workers). This makes it the fourth largest employment sector in Myanmar after 
agriculture, elementary occupations, and services and sales. Furthermore, craft has 
the second largest urban workforce (after services and sales), and the third largest 
employment sector in the rural workforce (after agriculture and elementary 
occupations). Despite these significant rankings, Myanmar’s craft sector has 
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received little attention from local and international governments, donors and 
development agencies, with only a handful of literature sourced here. 
1.4 Importance of the Study 
Myanmar artisans and their respective handicraft industries have been under-
researched, with limited data available (Lo 2015; Myanmar Information 
Management Unit – MIMU & Peace Support Fund – PSF 2016). The scant literature 
(in English) that is available suggests that a large proportion of Myanmar artisans 
are living in extreme poverty (earning below US$1.90 per day) (Lo 2015; MIMU & 
PSF 2016; UNDP 2014; UNIDO 2010). Even though the craft sector is the fourth 
largest employer in Myanmar, its handicraft industries are poorly structured and 
coordinated by their institutions, and suffer from a lack of a comprehensive national 
development program (Lo 2015). Without better understanding how Myanmar’s 
socioeconomic transitions impact its traditional artisans in local cultural contexts, 
viable policies and pro-poor development interventions cannot be adequately 
developed, which could inevitably lead to valuable ICH being lost ( e.g., Chapagain 
2008).     
Globalisation has created further challenges for the survival of traditional 
craftsmanship throughout the developing countries of the world, as mass-produced 
goods are typically cheaper and faster to churn out; thereby making it difficult for 
traditional artisans to compete in the local, tourist and export markets (Liebl & 
Tirthankar 2004; Rana 2010). However, there is ample published research that 
supports the link between market-based production and the theory of making 
markets work for the poor (M4P), even though ICH is barely mentioned in these 
studies (Brady, Henderson, Hayles & Morchain 2014; Humphrey 2014; Meikle, 
Chambers, Frediani & Goodfellow 2012; Pelzer 2011; Sahan & Fischer-Mackey 2011; 
Women’s Refugee Commission 2009). Environment and climate pressures further 
impact, with deforestation and land clearing reducing their locally-sourced primary 
natural resources (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations – FAO & 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Finland – FORMIN 2010; UNESCO n.d. A). Furthermore, 
in many developing countries youth view such craftsmanship as old-fashioned, 
preferring factory and service industry work that often includes shorter 
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apprenticeships and better wages (Hsu & Ngoc 2016; UNESCO n.d. A). If it is not 
properly safeguarded via informed data, the ICH of traditional craftsmanship in 
Myanmar is likely to die out over future generations (Lo 2015; Vlahek 2017); hence 
the importance of this study.  
1.5 Research Questions, Aims and Objectives 
This study has investigated the following primary research question: What are the 
dimensions and characteristics of the artisanal livelihood in a developing country 
undergoing socioeconomic transition? The aim of this question is to explore the 
socioeconomic dimensions that affect the sustainability of traditional artisans’ 
livelihoods. As a result, a comprehensive conceptual model has been developed 
that could be used in other studies to capture data and identify linkages between 
constructs that include: artisan SLs and their perceptions regarding themselves, 
family, community, knowledge and activity; handicraft market systems; handicraft 
VCs; marketing mix factors; national cultural dimensions; power and gender issues; 
and the social and economic matrix of networks that bind these constructs. 
To address this primary research question, the following objectives were developed:  
1. Attain a deeper understanding of how artisans sustain their livelihood. 
2. Determine what changes are taking place within artisan livelihoods. 
3. Examine the factors causing uncertainty and felt vulnerability by artisans.  
4. Investigate how handicraft VCs are transforming in response to economic 
and social transitions, and how these changes impact on artisan livelihoods. 
5. Analyse how institutional changes are impacting artisanal livelihoods. 
6. Make recommendations based on the findings that enhance the MSD 
approach in Myanmar handicraft industries.  
1.6 Research Methodology 
To address this study’s core research objectives, an exploratory phenomenological 
research design was adopted (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Stebbins 2001). Data were 
collected via: 1) secondary data sources; 2) qualitative exploratory-descriptive 
interview method; and 3) observation. This design was used to obtain the depth of 
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knowledge needed to contextually understand the artisan livelihood phenomena in 
Myanmar. 
The secondary data were collected and analysed via an extensive literature review 
of published information from government and international agencies such as UK’s 
Department for International Development (DFID), the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank. The exploratory interviews 
enabled data to be collected from three homogenous groups in Myanmar: 
handicraft artisans; handicraft distributors; and institutional managers. The senior 
managers included directors, heads of departments, senior programme managers 
and board members. Across these groups, the interviewees had direct involvement 
and in-depth knowledge of the Myanmar handicraft industries, enabling valuable 
insights. All interviews were held at the participant’s workshops or places of 
business during 2015 and 2016. These were coupled with observational transects 
conducted in the local research sites where the artisans and distributors worked 
prior to the formal interviews, and observations were recorded after interviews 
with institutional managers.  
Thematic analysis (TA) was then used to identify patterns across the datasets (Braun 
& Clarke 2006; Roulston 2001). Inductive thematic analysis (ITA) was initially 
conducted manually and then via NVivo software, utilising Boyatzis’s (1998) 
methods, and Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase process. This resulted in a multi-
theory framework, which led to a supplemental deductive thematic analysis (DTA) 
approach to enhance the research findings (Fereday & Muir-Cochraine 2006). The 
multi-theory framework deduced using ITA was used as a template for DTA 
(Crabtree & Miller 1999), which turned the study into a qualitatively dominant, 
mixed method phenomenological research (MMPR) (Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie 2013). 
NVivo software was then again used across the datasets to develop the themes 
deductively. Further detail regarding these analytical procedures is discussed in 
Chapter 3. 
1.7 Research Findings 
The key themes and findings from the TA have been directly aligned with each of 
the specific research objectives, and are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. These 
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results have been further validated via direct quotations from the rich, quantitative 
datasets obtained from the three research groups (artisan, distributor and 
institutional manager), as well as from the literature and observational records.  
1.8 Contributions of the Study 
The primary theoretical and practical contributions of this study are further detailed 
in Chapter 5, including the following: 1) evaluation of the research questions; 2) 
development of conceptual theoretical framework; and 3) discussion of the policy 
implications, research limitations and future research.  
1.9 Thesis Structure 
This thesis has been sectioned into five chapters: 1) introduction; 2) literature 
review; 3) research methodology; 4) results; and 5) contributions and implications. 
This introductory chapter has provided a broader view of this study, including 
discussion of the primary research questions, background to the research, research 
context, this study’s importance, research objectives, methodology and findings, 
and its contributions to the literature.  
Chapter 2 next presents the theoretical foundation for this study, and includes the 
concepts and measurement of poverty, SLAs, VC models, MSD, Marketing Systems 
Theory, contemporary and traditional craft/handicraft industries, and Myanmar and 
its handicraft industry. Based on this literature review, the primary research 
questions and core objectives were established. In Chapter 3, the methodological 
approach is outlined including the research design and procedure, data collection, 
data analysis and synthesis, and the limitations of this study’s chosen methodology. 
The results in relation to each of the research objectives are then presented in 
Chapter 4. Lastly, Chapter 5 offers conclusions to the research results, and presents 
the implications of this study including defining the limitations and prospects for 
future research.   
1.10 Conclusion 
Even though the craft sector is the second largest source of income (behind 
agriculture) for most marginalised groups in developing countries (Aid to Artisans 
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2012), there has been minimal research in this area. Within the scant research that 
does exist, the intervention strategies have mostly focused on upgrading traditional 
handicraft industries into contemporary craft industries via SL and MSD approaches. 
Such pro-poor development can cause a developing country to denigrate its ICH and 
the socioeconomic value it holds for its people. To address this issue, this study 
conducted in Myanmar has focused on the socioeconomic transitions that can 
affect artisan livelihoods, by developing an appropriate framework to collect and 
analyse such data. These findings provide much-needed knowledge on artisans’ 
livelihoods and the handicraft industries in which they work, as well as a new 
conceptual framework that could be used to develop intervention strategies to 
prevent the loss of ICH. They could also help ensure the SL of artisans into the 
future.   
The following chapter reviews the literature on poverty, SLs and MSD, to identify an 
advancement of theory that better sustains traditional artisan livelihoods.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter discussed the background to the key research problem – the 
justification for this research – as well as an overview of the methodology used, and 
the key results. This chapter next reviews the extant literature that has contributed 
to the socioeconomic perspective of the concept of livelihood. 
The main question that drove this study is: What are the dimensions and 
characteristics of the artisanal livelihood in a developing country like Myanmar that 
is undergoing rapid socioeconomic transition? 
This chapter examines literature regarding livelihoods, marketing systems, artisans, 
handicrafts and Myanmar as a developing country experiencing socioeconomic 
transitions. The concepts and theories informing this research derive from poverty 
alleviation and socioeconomic development literature including: 1) SLAs; 2) VC 
dynamics; 3) MSD; and 4) Marketing Systems Theory. This literature is examined in 
sections 2.2 to 2.7. Literature regarding the classification of artisanal products, 
artisan livelihoods and handicraft industries from a global and SE Asian perspective 
is then explored (Section 2.8), followed by the Myanmar historical and 
environmental context of its handicraft sector and artisan livelihood (Section 2.9). 
This literature review uncovered various issues which allowed the research 
problems and research objectives to be defined that led to the research framework 
as presented in Section 2.10. The conclusion to this chapter is then provided in 
Section 2.11.  
2.2 Poverty, Poverty Alleviation and Poverty Measurement  
This study is an investigation of artisans’ SL in Myanmar. Since poverty reduction is 
the core purpose of SL development (Krantz 2001), an understanding of the 
concepts of poverty, poverty alleviation and poverty measurement methods is 
required (Chambers 1995). This study’s examination and discussion of these 
concepts stems from the sociology and economic development literature. 
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2.2.1 The concept of poverty 
The human condition of poverty is far more complex than simply ‘not having 
enough money’. Poverty is a universally applied but elusive concept to describe. 
Poverty is a politically and psychologically interconnected concept that has no 
simple definition, even among political debates on poverty reduction (van Praag & 
Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2008). However, most agree that “poverty is a disgraceful and 
unjust condition that has always haunted mankind” (Kotler & Nancy 2009, p. 14), 
and that it is the most important social issue on the global sustainable development 
agenda (Atkinson 2016; Green 2012; Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi 2009; Tangney, Stuewig 
& Mashek 2007; UNDESA 2017).    
Although definitions vary, there appears to be a large consensus that defines 
poverty as the state of human beings who are ‘chronically’ poor. That is, those with 
little or no material means of surviving; little or no food, shelter, clothes, 
healthcare, education, and other physical means of living and improving one's life 
(United Nations World Summit on Sustainable Development – UNWSSD 1995). 
Thus, people who live in poverty are deemed as those who are unable or who can 
barely meet the necessities of life (George 1884; Smith 1910; Stiglitz 2012). It is also 
well-accepted that poverty is a multidimensional economic phenomena (Akindola 
2009; Falkingham & Namazie 2002; Ferreira & Lugo 2012; Hassan 2010; Ravallion 
2012; United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific – 
UNESCAP 2016; UNWSSD 1995), whereby a person, family, household or group of 
people find it difficult to sustain a living (European Economic Community – EEC 
1985; UNDP 2010). It is also commonly believed that poverty not only affects 
individuals and families, but the whole of society (Atkinson 2016; Green 2012; Sen 
1981). 
In 1995, the UN adopted and endorsed a multidimensional definition of poverty at 
the Copenhagen World Summit on Social Development:  
“Poverty may be defined as a human condition characterized by sustained or 
chronic deprivation of the resources, capabilities, choices, security and power 
necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of living and other civil, 
cultural, economic, political and social rights” (UNWSSD 1995, p. 38). 
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Yet even though this UN definition was ratified by 184 nations, some academics 
have argued that because of the variant methods used among worldwide 
researchers to measure resources, capabilities, choices, and security and power, 
there can be no real consensus on it (e.g. Fosu 2007; Hassan 2010). Nevertheless, 
the UNWSSD definition of poverty has been adopted by most governments, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and researchers (Gordon 2006), and will 
therefore be applied throughout this study.   
Irrespective of how poverty is defined, it is a primary global issue that requires 
everyone’s attention (Atkinson 2016; Economic and Social Inclusion Corporation 
2009). Ending extreme poverty by 2030 is the number one goal of the international 
community (UNDESA 2015). To effectively address the multidimensional issues 
surrounding poverty, an understanding of poverty alleviation methods is required.     
2.2.2 Poverty alleviation – definitions and practices 
Most economic, social and humanitarian programmes established to decrease 
poverty are known as ‘poverty alleviation interventions’ (Bourguignon 2002; 
UNDESA 2015). Poverty reduction, poverty eradication, pro-poor or anti-poverty 
programmes are synonyms for interventions that attempt to improve the condition 
of those living in poverty or to end poverty forever (e.g. Anger 2010; Bourguignon 
2002; Kakwani & Permia 2000; Nolan & Whelan 1996; Ravallion 2007). Such terms 
have therefore been used interchangeably in this study. 
Poverty alleviation interventions are often implemented by civil, public and private 
institutions (OECD 2005), and most can be broadly classified into two strategies 
(Bhagwati 1988; Fukunishi, Murayama & Yamagata 2006; Pramanik 1997). First are 
‘indirect strategies’ that formulate a macro-economic framework to facilitate 
national sustainable growth, higher employment, higher per capita income, and 
reduced poverty (Bhagwati 1988; Fukunishi, Murayama & Yamagata 2006). Second 
are ‘direct Strategies’ that more specifically target the underprivileged population, 
providing assistance to access credit, improve health conditions, increase literacy 
rates and eradicate poverty (Fukunishi, Murayama & Yamagata 2006; Pramanik 
1997).  
19 
 
Regardless of whether direct or indirect strategies are used, much of the poverty 
alleviation literature questions the efficacy of such programmes. For example, 
Bourguignon and Sundberg (2007) explained that aid effectiveness can be adversely 
affected due to: instability and conflict in the recipient country; poorly conceived 
and executed projects and programmes; short versus long-term poverty impact; 
difficulty in determining the causality of poverty; or difficulty in controlling the 
expenditure of aid. Most criticisms of poverty alleviation programmes do not 
question aid being distributed to those in need, but the manner in which it is 
disbursed or used (Bouguignon & Sundberg 2007; Hout 2012; Kemp 2005; Kemp & 
Kojima 1985).  
Poverty alleviation aid and development has become an industry in its own right, 
responsible for hundreds of billions of dollars annually (de Haan 2009; Kent, 
Armstrong & Obrecht 2013). In 2010, the Brookings Institute calculated that US$66 
billion would end severe poverty, and in that same year over US$120 billion was 
spent on aid, without ultimately reaching all those living in extreme poverty 
(Chandy & Gertz 2011). Some of the other criticism of poverty alleviation aid and 
official development assistance (ODA) centres on corrupt recipient governments 
that syphon off funds from donor aid budgets for unauthorised purposes (Alesina & 
Weder 2002; Briggs 2017; de Haan 2009; Hout 2012; Omotola & Saliu 2009). Such 
situations reflects Okun’s (1975, p. 91) description of aid funding as a “leaky 
bucket”.  
Most socioeconomic development literature is in agreement that without well-
functioning institutions, aid is likely to have a detrimental impact on the quality of 
governance in a recipient developing country (Abuzeid 2008; Drzeniek-Hanouz 
2015; OECD 2014). Hence, the current ODA focus is on macro institutional and 
market players utlising indirect strategies, and the MSD (or M4P) paradigm is often 
being used by international development agencies such as USAID, DFID, SDC, 
Helvetas, Oxfam and UNDESA (Albu 2010; Campbell 2014; Helvetas 2009; Ruffer & 
Wach 2013; SDC 2008; UNDESA 2015).    
It appears difficult, if not impossible, to attain global agreement on poverty 
alleviation methods when researchers cannot agree on basic definitions and how 
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best to measure poverty (Chatterjee, Mukherjee & Kar 2014; Ferriera & Lugo 2012; 
Gordon 2006). Such contentions mainly exist due to the different measurement 
approaches applied to poverty (Bourguignon & Chakravarty 2003), as discussed in 
the following section.  
2.2.3 The measurement of poverty 
The measurement of poverty has often been contentious among researchers since 
the early 1970s (e.g. see arguments between Townsend 1979, 1985 and Sen 1983, 
1984, and between Deaton 2010 and Ravallion 2010). It is well-accepted that 
poverty is a multidimensional concept (UNWSSD 1995), yet argument erupts over 
which dimensions to include when determining poverty level and how each of these 
should be comparatively weighted (Ferriera & Lugo 2012; United Nations 
Sustainable Development Solutions Network – UNSDSN 2014).   
Most poverty measurement studies adopt one of two main approaches: objective 
poverty or subjective poverty research (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica – INE 2009; 
World Bank 2011). In objective poverty studies, the researcher’s measure tangible, 
quantifiable indicators such as income and expenditure; in subjective poverty 
studies, researchers seek to ascertain individual/household self-perceptions and -
assessments of their living situation (INE 2009; Marks 2007). The latter qualitative, 
subjective approach has been recognised as a problematic approach, as it can be 
difficult to assign monetary value to felt states of deprivation, despite them being 
very real to those experiencing them (Bradshaw 2001).   
Since the 1970’s, various multidimensional poverty measurement approaches have 
been introduced globally, including: income/monetary; basic needs; capabilities; 
wellbeing; inequality; integrated rural development; and human-rights-based. Some 
of the most relevant measurement approaches are discussed in the following sub-
sections.  
2.2.3.1 Income/monetary approach  
This is the most dominant method of poverty measurement, due to its simplicity in 
concept and ease in application (Hirsch, Padley & Valadez 2016; Minujin et al. 2006; 
Ravallion 2010). Rowntree (1908) defined poverty as “not having the financial 
resources necessary to support a person at the subsistence level of food, shelter, 
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clothing and other necessities” (in Alkire et al. 2015, p. 3). In this case, poverty is 
based on defining the minimum requirement that a person needs to sustain their 
lives in terms of nutrition, clothes, shelter and other basic necessities. The resources 
(measured in monetary terms) needed to pay for these minimum required 
quantities are calculated and summed (Alkire et al. 2015), and the deduced figure is 
the absolute poverty line (World Bank 2011). If a person does not have adequate 
income to afford these minimum subsistence requirements, they are considered to 
be living in poverty (Neubourg, Milliano & Plavgo 2014). 
To measure absolute monetary poverty, the World Bank (2011) uses a ‘basket of 
goods’ method, where items are selected for each basic necessity (nutrition, 
clothes, shelter etc.). Then, a minimum monetary value required for basic survival is 
calculated for each good, and then weighted for an aggregate monetary estimate of 
the basket of goods required to live at a level of subsistence each day (World Bank 
2011). That figure is then fixed to a given year that is used as a benchmark for 
making comparisons with consecutive years that follow (World Bank 2011). The IPL 
was subsequently established by the World Bank via this method, and at 2015 it 
was set to US$1.90, and the benchmark year was set at 2011 purchasing power 
parity (PPP) (Ferreira, Joliffe & Prydz 2015; World Bank 2015).  
Economists and policymakers have also traditionally focused on money-metric 
measures of poverty – i.e. gross domestic product (GDP) – based on the assumption 
that a person’s material standard of living determines their wellbeing (Falkingham & 
Namazie 2002). Yet Stiglitz (2012) has argued that that GDP is an inadequate metric 
to gauge wellbeing over time, particularly when economic, environmental and 
social dimensions are typically combined to determine wellbeing. 
2.2.3.2 Wellbeing approach 
The wellbeing approach was introduced by Allardt (1975), who explained that 
wellbeing is a product of – not the sum of – the basket of goods components; thus, 
having more of one cannot replace the scarcity of the others. This author concluded 
that the focus of poverty measurement needs to be on the level of need satisfaction 
instead of resources, and should factor in objective and subjective indicators to 
convey a meaningful sociological view of the condition of wellbeing in society. 
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Following on from this, Stiglitz (2012) identified eight dimensions for measuring 
wellbeing, which the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD 2013) added three more to, as listed below: 
 1) housing 
 2) income and wealth 
 3) jobs and earnings 
 4) social connections 
 5) education and skills 
 6) environment quality 
 7) civic engagement and governance 
 8) health status 
 9) subjective wellbeing 
 10) personal security 
 11) work and life 
 
These objective and subjective dimensions often shape people’s wellbeing, and 
provide key information about their quality of life (Alkire & Foster 2011; Stiglitz 
2012), yet many of them are excluded from conventional money-metric poverty 
measures. However, these dimensions were included and investigated in this study.  
2.2.3.4 Human-rights-based approach 
The annual UNDP Human Development Reports (UNDP 2015a) provide measures of 
poverty and are an amalgam of various approaches including income, basic needs, 
wellbeing and human welfare. These reports primarily used Nussbaum and Sen 
(1993), Nussbaum (1988, 2011), and Sen (1989, 1993, 1999, 2005) approaches as 
the UNDP theoretical foundations, and the corresponding dimensions of human 
development that UNDP applied are shown in Figure 2.1 below.  
According to these reports, human development is mainly about expanding 
people’s choices – “if they have more capabilities, they can access more 
opportunities and enjoy life more fully” (UNDP 2015a, p. 2). Enjoyment of life is 
subjective, yet human development is also the objective, as it is both a process and 
an outcome. That is, human development implies that people are required to 
influence the processes that shape their lives, with economic growth an important 
means but not the ultimate goal. Human development is about building human 
capabilities, self-improving lives, and shaping lives via active participation in these 
processes (UNDP 2015a).  
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Figure 2.1: Dimensions of human development 
 
Source: UNDP Human Development Report (2015a), p. XII. 
2.2.3.3 Poverty and inequality  
Atkinson (1975) published a seminal book called the ‘Economics of Poverty’, where 
he portrayed poverty as a welfare-based measure. Sen (1985) fervently challenged 
this, believing that welfare can lead to aid dependency, and that the building of 
human capabilities is instead required. As explained by Okun (1975, p. 2), the 
“concept of equality of opportunity” is far more complex and difficult to measure 
than equality of income. Okun (1975) also contended that the social system 
(society) prefers to view life as a ‘fair race’ where all people are given an equal and 
fair start; where one can become successful depending on their knowledge and 
abilities. Yet life is not that simple, as there is no equal or fair ‘starting line’ in life; 
success often depends on who you know rather than what you know. The author 
defined this as ‘inequality of opportunity’ (Okun 1975). This offsets Sen’s (1985) 
argument about improving human capabilities, as according to Okun (1975, p. 8), 
“the race is weighted or rigged from the start”, regardless of one’s capabilities.  
In Townsend’s (1979) book entitled ‘Poverty in the United Kingdom’, he claimed 
little effort had been made to measure the distribution of resources, and that this is 
where the inequalities in UK society need to be addressed. This author observed a 
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prolific structural social change, involving an increase in wealth towards the top of 
the distribution of income (professional, managerial and executive workers) and a 
decrease in wealth among those at the bottom of income distribution (the general 
working class) (Townsend 1979). This phenomenon was determined the most 
prolific issue affecting UK society, representing the “advanced stage of conflict 
between the classes” (Townsend 1979, p. 20). A view aligned with Socrates’ muses 
about societies protecting against extreme wealth and extreme poverty. 
Furthermore, Townsend (1979) argued that poverty can only be objectively and 
consistently applied only when referring to “relative deprivation” (p. 31), since 
“poverty is like beauty” (p. 37) in that poverty is a value judgement which cannot be 
independently verified but only inferred. Therefore, any concept of poverty as an 
absolute measure is “inappropriate and is misleading” (p. 38) and that “evidence 
about poverty must include evidence about inequality” (p. 43).  
In response, Sen (1985) published an article in the Oxford Economic Papers as a 
reply to Townsend’s position in his 1979 book and vehemently defended absolute 
poverty measures, and a debate erupted between this author and Townsend 
(1985). The latter argued that “the basic necessities of life are never fixed and 
absolute”, as poverty indicators are always altering, augmenting and re-arranging, 
dependent on changes in society and consumer products (Townsend 1985, p. 153).  
Debates regarding poverty and inequality have continued. Smith (2010) argued that 
while poverty and economic inequality are closely related, they are distinctly 
different concepts; whereas, Shildrick and Rucell (2015) viewed ‘poverty’ and 
‘inequality’ as being synonymous. In-line with Townsend (1979), Schutz (2011, p. 7) 
advocated that “power and social class lie at the centre of economic inequality”; 
thus, inequality directly affects society (Gaffney & Baumberg 2014). Even though 
both Fields (1980) and Townsend (1979) observed staggering extents of poverty and 
inequality at the time of their research, nearly 40 years later inequality appears to 
have heightened considerably (Oxfam 2017, 2018).   
Despite decades of progress in boosting prosperity and reducing poverty, 
substantial inequalities persist globally (World Bank 2016a, p. 2). As summarised by 
Green (2012) there is a need for further research on poverty, inequality and 
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environmental degradation. If we do not attempt to fix these problems our children 
will never forgive us and if we succeed against these scourges on humanity they will 
ask why we endured such suffering for so long (Green 2012). 
The literature indicates that matters of inequality need to be investigated in 
any research regarding poverty, as was done in this study. 
2.2.3.4 Absolute and relative poverty approaches 
Most poverty measurement studies are distinguished by absolute and relative 
measures. The literature indicates much disagreement both within each of these 
multidimensional approaches as well as between them. Yet even though there 
appear to be difficulties in consistently measuring poverty, the UN has a well-
accepted definition of absolute poverty, which was ratified by 150 countries: 
“Absolute poverty is a condition characterised by severe deprivation of basic 
human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, 
shelter, education and information. It depends not only on income but also on 
access to social services.” (UNWSSD 1995, p. 57)   
Measurements of absolute poverty identify the number of people or households 
living below a certain minimum income threshold called the ‘poverty line’. These 
people often experience severe deprivation of basic human needs, such as food, 
water, shelter, clothing, education, healthcare and environmental degradation 
(Streeten et al. 1982; UNWSSD 1995). Some refer to the poverty line as the point of 
deprivation (or destitution) (Alkire et al. 2014; Neubourg, Milliano & Plavgo 2014), 
while others gauge it as extreme or severe poverty (e.g. Gordon 2006; Kenny 2015). 
Commonly known as the international poverty line (IPL), this is generally accepted 
as the extreme level of poverty that no person should endure (Kotler & Nancy 2009; 
Stiglitz 2012; UNWSSD 1995; World Bank 2016a).   
In contrast, relative poverty has been defined as economic inequality in a specific 
location or society where people live (UNDP & IRP 2010). That is, a person is 
considered poor when they are living in a clearly disadvantaged situation, either 
financially or socially, relative to other people where they are located (INE 2009; 
UNDP 2010; World Bank 2011). Measures of relative poverty assess whether an 
individual’s or household’s income is relatively low compared with others in that 
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culture or society; it does not imply that basic needs are not being met, but these 
people/households are still deemed as disadvantaged (Boltvinik 2005).  
There are advantages and disadvantages in use of both absolute and relative 
poverty methods (Brady 2003; Foster 1998). In this study, relative poverty methods 
were used, because their flexible nature allows for adjustments as and when 
economic, social, natural and technological changes occur (Klasen 2013). In 
addition, the relative method can capture and describe the extent (or level) of 
income inequality, while the absolute poverty method requires periodic adjustment 
to account for these discrepancies and ignores or underestimates certain relative 
forms of social needs (Minujin et al. 2006; UNESCO n.d. A). Thus, the absolute 
poverty measurement establishes poverty lines that may not be as easy to identify 
and measure (Minujin et al. 2006).  
2.2.4 Conclusions to the poverty research issues 
This review of the literature on poverty, poverty alleviation and poverty 
measurement is a foundation from which to understand livelihoods; most people 
establish livelihoods to avoid living in poverty. Escaping from or avoiding poverty 
lies at the core of the concept of SL development (Krantz 2001). SL has been 
determined as the capability to secure the necessities for a decent life presently and 
in the future (Chambers & Conway 1991; UNWSSD 1995). Poverty is the opposite of 
a SL; a human condition that often causes misery and ill effects on individuals and 
society as a whole (Atkinson 2016; Kotler & Nancy 2009; Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi 
2009). 
Poverty is an ancient social phenomenon that is universally applied yet difficult to 
define and measure (Carney 1992, 1999; Nussbaum 1988). Poverty is most generally 
perceived as the condition of barely being able to meet the necessities of life (Smith 
1910; Nussbaum 1988; Stiglitz 2012; UNWSSD 1995), referring to those unable to 
maintain an adequate means of SL. In this study, the UNWSSD definition of absolute 
poverty, as cited above, has been used when referring to those who earn less than 
the World-Bank-designated IPL of US$1.90 per day, while those earning more but 
still feeling poor has been determined as living in relative poverty.  
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While it is easy to interpret what poverty can look like, the variance in its 
circumstances from community to community, culture to culture and between time 
periods means that it is often difficult to measure (Hassan 2010). This means that 
researchers need to consider such dimensional conflicts when they are examining 
poverty in different countries or environments. Studies that specifically determine a 
link between poverty and artisan livelihoods are available, however most of these 
publications relate to cases in India (e.g. Bhatnagar 2008; Jongward 2000; Narasaiah 
& Naidu 2006). Other international references are also available although limited in 
number (e.g. Koniordos 2018; World Bank 2009). With the understanding gained 
from the global poverty research, the SLAs to poverty alleviation are next placed 
into context in this thesis.    
2.3 Sustainable Livelihood Approaches (SLAs) 
SLA is a conceptual framework used to analyse a population to determine 
interventionist strategies that raise those most vulnerable out of poverty, via the 
attainment of SLs (Farrington 2001). The SLA is a dominant paradigm applied to 
poverty alleviation interventions (de Haan & Zoomers 2005; Morse, McNamara & 
Acholo 2009), with a well-documented history since the World Commission on 
Environment and Development published the Brundtland Commission report in 
1987 (Clarke & Carney 2008; de Haan 2012; Scoones 2009; Solesbury 2003).  
The SLA is no longer only applicable to rural development; “it has become cross-
sectorial including health, urban development, emergency, conflict and disaster 
relief”, which are now all viewed from a SL perspective (Scoones 2009, p. 179). This 
study’s literature review focuses on when SLAs were first implemented by 
international aid agencies, in the early 1990s.  
In 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) 
advocated for the achievement of SLs as a broad goal for poverty eradication, 
commonly known as Agenda 21. It was determined here that the SLA could serve as 
an integrating factor allowing policies to address socioeconomic development, 
sustainable resource management and poverty eradication, simultaneously (UNCED 
1992). A livelihood includes capabilities, assets (resources, titles or access to 
resources) and activities necessary to attain a living: a livelihood is deemed 
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sustainable “which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or 
enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide … opportunities for the next 
generation” to also attain sustainable livelihoods (Chambers & Conway 1991, p. 6).  
Applying Chambers and Conway’s (1991) definition, several international aid and 
development agencies including Oxfam, Cooperative for Assistance and Relief 
Everywhere - CARE, UNDP and the SDC had put forward various SLA frameworks 
during the 1990s. However, it was the DFID that first consolidated these SLA 
frameworks into the DFID SLA (1999), which became the most widely used model 
among international agencies, NGOs and consultants.   
2.3.1 The DFID SLA 
The DFID SLA framework (shown in Figure 2.2) is an amalgamation of the Oxfam 
(1993), CARE (1994) and IDS (1998) SLA frameworks (Scoones 2009). The DFID SLA 
focuses on five principal categories, and under livelihood assets, the ‘SLA pentagon’ 
has become the symbol of the SLA framework (de Haan 2012). In Figure 2.2, the SLA 
pentagon shows the interconnections between the different types of assets that 
livelihoods depend on, including human, natural, financial, physical and social 
capital assets (Scoones 2009). The DFID SLA framework enables analysis of people’s 
access to such asset types, including determining how they actually put these into 
practical use. Furthermore, the DFID SLA enables investigation into the types of, and 
access to, government and private sector structures and the processes established 
through laws, policies, culture and institutions (Carney 1998; Krantz 2001). 
A primary feature of the DFID SLA framework is its ability to assess people’s access 
to assets. That is, if people have better access to assets, they have greater potential 
to influence the structures and processes to become more responsive to their 
needs (Carney et al. 1999; Ellis 1999; Scoones 1998). The DFID SLA framework also 
allows users to view the causes of poverty via a systematic and broad-based 
perspective, and explore the relationships between them (DFID 1999). Such causes 
of poverty include shocks and negative trends, dysfunctional institutions and 
inappropriate policies, or simply a lack of assets. In addition, the SLA framework is 
cross-sectorial, deemed as necessary to build up ‘stores of assets’ from which 
people can truly sustain their livelihoods (DFID 1999).  
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The main purpose of this SLA framework is to develop a dynamic yet accurate 
understanding of the way a specific group of people operate within a given context 
or environment (DFID 1999). These descriptions are the central theme of this study, 
which has focused on understanding the livelihoods of artisans in the Myanmar 
economic, social and natural environment. 
Yet even though the SLA framework is a commonly used approach, it has also 
received some criticism, such as the following: 
a) The SLA is simply the Integrated Rural Development paradigm under a new 
name.  
b) The approach is overambitious and offers insufficient practical guidance on 
the way forward. 
c) In practical terms, it is difficult to transcend across various sectors as the SLA 
proposes; as both partner countries and donor organisations tend to be 
organised along sectoral lines, and budgets are allocated in this way, so that 
efforts to cross-sectoral boundaries have often proved fruitless.  
d) The approach is equally applicable to rich and poor, so that enthusiasm for it 
will distract attention from the critical distributional issues facing donors 
committed to the international development targets. 
e) While many welcome the ‘divorce’ of agriculture from rural, others including 
some donors like the European Commission, USAID and Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA) have rejected this change. 
(Carney 1999) 
 
The DFID SLA is a holistic tool that incorporates many perspectives, disciplines and 
toolkits for a thorough understanding of poverty in rural and urban households 
(DFID 1999). The general consensus is that the SLA as a conceptual framework 
provides a ‘checklist’ of issues to explore, prompting investigators to pursue key 
connections within and between the various SLA components; that is, while it offers 
no predictive power, it may encourage the right questions (DFID 1999; Scoones 
1998). 
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Figure 2.2: DFID SLA  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Source: Carney (1998). 
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Since 1999, the SLA has been applied across many countries, and is still used as an 
analytical tool based on the many positive appraisals of its applicability in 
developing countries in particular (Barnes et al. 2017; Carr 2013; Levine 2014; 
Goldstraw & Davidson 2016; Scoones 2015). Thus, the use of this framework was 
deemed viable in this study, to obtain a holistic perspective of artisans in Myanmar 
including their connections, linkages and the strategies they apply in sustaining their 
livelihoods. 
The DFID SLA framework remains credible based on its analytical capabilities to 
capture what ‘is’ and offer direction on what can be done, while advocating 
participation of development intervention recipients in decision-making about their 
SL strategies (DFID 1999). Therefore, DFID’s SLA framework is capable of collecting 
and analysing livelihood data based on the assets owned of a target population. 
However, assets alone cannot adequately measure an SL; psychographics also affect 
how those living in poverty design their SL strategies (Tao & Wall 2009). To help 
address this DFID SLA knowledge gap, the NADEL RLS model and SDC’s blended 
framework were further examined in this study, as discussed below. 
2.3.2 RLS and SDC blended models 
It was NADEL that developed the RLS model (SDC 2008), as shown in Figure 2.3 
below, and SDC were quick to realise that the strengths of the DFID approach to 
livelihood development could be easily blended with the RLS model (as shown in 
Figure 2.4). 
The SDC blended model (that combines the DFID SLA with the RLS) provides a 
perspective of people’s inner dimensions including psychological, family, cultural 
and spiritual aspects; adds depth of analysis to DFID’s SLA focus on people’s 
livelihood assets (NADEL & SDC 2007). Albu (2008) explained that SDC’s blended 
model is capable of capturing ‘relative intangibles’ such as entrepreneurialism, 
incentives, trust and confidence; all important factors in the functioning of a market 
system. The SDC blended model is the latest SLA that incorporates the human-
rights-based approach to poverty alleviation; it enables micro socioeconomic 
analysis of people’s access to opportunities that enhances their abilities to access 
institutional services (NADEL & SDC 2007).   
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However, even though the SDC blended model better captures people’s inner 
dimensions, it requires in-depth qualitative interviewing which some practitioners 
may not have adequate resources for (i.e. time and money) (Blackston 2014). In this 
study, there was enough resourcing to complete such in-depth research. The SDC 
blended model appears to enable a deeper understanding of how and why people 
live the way they do. It does this by understanding the target population’s assets, 
combined with their psychographics which can offer researchers valuable insights 
into their lives on the micro level; although it does not capture data on how 
incomes and economic exchanges occur. Data on the methods of acquiring incomes 
and/or participation in economic exchanges within markets is of vital importance 
when examining SLs. Therefore, this study’s literature review also focused on VCs. 
 
Figure 2.3: NADEL’s RLS 
 
Source: NADEL & SDC (2007). 
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Figure 2.4: SDC’s DFID and RLS blended model 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: NADEL & SDC 2007, p. 28; Copyright: Globalisation and Livelihood Options of People Living in 
Poverty – GLOPP 2008. 
 
2.4 VC Models 
VC analysis provides a process view of organisations (individually or as an industry), 
that examines the activities of manufacturing (or service) organisation/s as a system 
(Porter 1985). Such a VC system is made up of subsystems, each with inputs, 
transformation processes and outputs (Porter 1985). Each subsystem adds value to 
the product as it moves from raw material to production stage, to distribution, 
ending with the consumer that sees value in purchasing it (Hines 1993; Porter 
1985). The economic functionality of each subsystem and the VC system as a whole 
often affects profitability and competitive advantage (Porter 1985).   
In the context of this study, problems affecting handicraft production can be 
identified through a better understanding of the VC mechanisms, and subsequently 
addressed via viable and realistic strategies. This would determine how best to 
improve the handicraft industries to maximise profits and competitive advantage, 
while also improving the conditions of the most vulnerable artisans working within 
the VC. To achieve this, an understanding of value chain models is required. 
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2.4.1 Value chains (VCs) 
Along with Wallerstein (1974), Kogut (1984) was one of the first to put forward his 
observations of a globalising world, which he envisaged as ‘value-added chains’ that 
linked product specific raw material suppliers, producers and distributors from 
different parts of the world. Kogut (1985) then compared and evaluated the 
competitive global strategies applied within such value-added chains. However, it 
was Porter (1985) who was attributed with coining the term ‘value chains’ in his 
seminal book entitled ‘Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustaining Superior 
Performance’. Porter (1985) pinpointed two key value-adding activities of a product 
oriented commercial organisation: 1) primary business activities (inbound logistics, 
operations, outbound logistics, marketing and sales, and services); and 2) support 
activities (strategic planning, human resource management, technology 
development, and procurement). He also presented the VC analysis model as 
activities that occur within an individual business to enhance the value of a product 
as it passes downstream to the end market, with separate VCs interconnected by an 
overall value stream that ends with the consumer.  
Hines (1993) later re-evaluated Porter’s model and identified protocols to produce a 
product that meets customer satisfaction; thus, any value-related assessment must 
begin with the market and work ‘upstream’ (Hines 1993). This means that the VC 
can no longer be viewed as unidirectional (Norman & Ramirez 1994). Hines (1993) 
also contended that the strategic competitiveness of individual businesses often 
relies on their ability to coordinate their operations within the overall VC based on 
the demands of the consumer. Hines’s VC therefore extends from the consumer 
back through the chain to the initial raw material suppliers (Gooch 2005), as shown 
in Figure 2.5 below. 
Throughout every stage of the VC, value and quality are generally perceived 
differently (Garvin 1984). The consumer is the only individual that ultimately invests 
money into the entire chain in return for goods and services that satisfactorily 
meets their demands (Bertini & Gourville 2012; Norman & Ramirez 1994). It is 
therefore imperative for organisations to perceive value and quality from the 
consumer’s perspective and not their own (Bertini & Gourville 2012; Gooch 2005). 
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Figure 2.5: Upstream and downstream VC model  
 
 
 
 
Source: Adapted from Porter (1985) and Hines (1993). 
 
Upstream/downstream (Hines 1994; Porter 1985), push/pull strategies (Brocato 
2010; Corniani 2008), production/buyer driven (Gereffi 2001; Lessmeister 2007) and 
product/market-oriented (Avlonitis & Gounaris 1997; Greenley 1995) are different 
expressions of the same phenomena, meaning that VCs can be consumer- and/or 
production-focused (Rao 2014). For the purpose of this research, VCs have been 
assumed to be multidirectional. This means the VC flow has not only been viewed 
from raw materials, to production, to distribution and then to the consumer, but 
also based on how consumer preferences flow back upstream and influence 
distribution, production and raw materials. 
2.4.2 Global commodity chains (GCCs) 
During the same period as the Porter (1985) and Hines (1994) discussions, the term 
‘global commodity chain’ was defined as an international “network of labour and 
production processes whose end result is a finished commodity” (Hopkins & 
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Wallerstein 1986, p. 159). Gereffi, Korzeniewicz and Korzeniewicz (1994) first 
presented the GCC analytical framework, where the approach comprises “sets of 
inter-organisational networks clustered around one commodity or product, linking 
households, enterprises and states to one another within the world economy” 
represented by process nodes, which are linked together to form networks (p. 2). 
Gereffi (1994) identified three dimensions of GCCs: 1) an input-output structure; 2) 
a territoriality (dispersion of production and distribution activity, comprised by 
different enterprises); 3) and a governance structure. This GCC framework differs to 
Porter’s VC concept in that it provides both a micro and macro picture of the global 
production processes (Plahe 2005).  
2.4.3 Global value chains (GVCs) 
The term ‘global value chain’ is often used to describe a composite of the 
commodity chain and GCC relating to governance, regulation systems, linked 
horizontal and vertical approaches, transaction costs, and upgrading (Gereffi, 
Humphrey & Sturgeon 2005). A VC is considered ‘global’ when activities are 
undertaken in different countries (Faße, Grote & Winter 2009); while ‘domestic’ 
refers to VCs with activities conducted within the borders of a single country 
(Drake-Brockman 2014). Spatially, VCs can come in four forms: 1) local; 2) national; 
3) regional; and 4) global (Sturgeon 2000). 
The market and modular governance types shown in Figure 2.6, allow for a spread 
of power and control across the VC, enabling market forces that include the 
potential for the poor to benefit from increased incomes (Humphrey & Schmitz 
2000). In contrast VCs with relational, captive and hierarchy governance types often 
have lead firms that exert power and control over other members of the VC, leaving 
the workers with limited power to increase incomes, as any efficiency and 
technology gains tend to be syphoned-off by the capitalist owners (Gibbon, Bair & 
Ponte 2009). Capitalists prefer to take profits for themselves rather than increasing 
their costs in the form of higher wages (Marx 1969).  
Ponte (2008) further contended that GVCs and trading relationships will worsen 
chronic poverty if the chains are left unchecked, especially in those driven by 
retailers and branded manufacturers (Ponte 2008). This study therefore explored 
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artisans of Myanmar in the context of their contact with the next stage of the VC, 
both upward and downward, and the power and control forces within them. 
Figure 2.6: Five GVC governance types 
Source: Gereffi, Humphrey & Sturgeon 2005, p. 89. 
 
2.4.4 Value chain pro-poor and participatory approaches (VCPs)  
VCPs were initially treated “as a fashionable frill add-on to more expert quantitative 
and qualitative investigations” (Mayoux & Chambers 2005, p. 271). Mayoux and 
Chambers (2005) conducted VCP analysis and found that “… far from being an 
optional add-on, participatory approach, methods and behaviours are essential for 
the new agendas of pro-poor development and ‘improving practice’” (p. 271). 
Furthermore, Gereffi (1999), and then Gereffi and Memodovic (2003) in 
collaboration with United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), 
analysed the global apparel (clothing) VC to determine prospects for VC upgrading 
within developing countries; their results confirmed the need for pro-poor 
participatory approaches to VC development in developing countries. 
By 2005, various international agencies such as German Organisation for Technical 
Cooperation (GTZ), USAID, International Development Research Centre (IDRC), and 
38 
 
International Labour Organization (ILO) had also integrated the VCPs into their 
methods of development (German Organisation for Technical Cooperation – GTZ 
2007; Herr 2007; Kula, Downing & Field 2006; Merlin 2005; Mitchell & Shepherd 
2006). Furthermore, DFID also commenced incorporating VCs into its M4P 
programs, therefore placing greater emphasis on market systems in re-distributing 
value in the VCs to those most in need (DFID 2008; Humphrey 2014); thus making it 
pro-poor.  
2.4.5 Conclusions on VC models  
VCs and GVCs appear to be highly useful analytical tools to map linkages of the 
production and distribution processes in a sector both domestically in developing 
countries and internationally (Mayoux 2003). This includes helping to understand 
how industries or firms access their raw material, engage in production, and get 
their goods to markets that are of value to the consumer, while generating a profit. 
Analysing sectorial VCs can offer insights into the external (macro) and internal 
(micro) marketing environmental factors in a developing country (Breite & 
Vanharanta 2004; OECD 2008a; OECD & World Bank 2015). VC analysis is therefore 
a critical tool in the preparation of domestic and international trade strategies, 
where the ultimate goal is to access target markets and to satisfy consumer needs 
in a timely and profitable manner (Ifezue 2005; OECD & World Bank 2015).  
Furthermore, the use of VCs as an analytical tool can highlight the relationships and 
linkages across both the national and international distribution channels of an 
industry or firm. It can also show the present status/condition of the production 
and distribution subsystems (Ensign 2001). Despite these benefits, VC analysis does 
not capture the relationships/links of the institutions involved in establishing the 
‘rules and structures’ that dictate how the VC subsystems function within society, 
such as government departments, industry and trade associations, civil society 
organisations (CSOs), NGOs, and educational institutions (Humphrey 2014). 
Furthermore, some Indian literature has outlined various limitations regarding the 
current VC models applied to handicraft marketing. Baksy (2013) claimed that many 
challenges exist throughout each stage of the value chain, mostly related to 
legislative regulations that hinder artisans and the improper implementation of 
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current VC programmes. Ghouse (2012) listed 20 problem points with the Indian 
handicrafts VC’s, which included high-cost of raw materials, financial credit and 
excise duties to name a few. Menon (2010) explained an array of factors that hinder 
the quantitative market-based VC systems in India and Singh & Chaudhuri (2009) 
highlighted a variety of constraints in the Indian handicraft VC’s that must be 
overcome by VC members prior to being able to gain a competitive advantage.   
Thus, it was determined in this study that an MSD approach that incorporates value 
chain analysis was required to adequately grasp and encompass an understanding 
of artisan livelihoods, handicraft VC knowledge and the institutional rules and 
structures that govern them. 
2.5 Market Systems Development (MSD)  
At the beginning of the 21st century, a series of UK reports were published that 
promoted the use of pro-poor market-based interventions in developing countries 
as a response to SLA criticisms (DFID 2002a, 2002b; DFID and OPM 2000; Dorward & 
Poole 2003; Her Majesty's Stationery Office (UK) – HMSO 2000). These reports cited 
that most markets are driven by institutions; to alleviate poverty, interventions 
needed to focus on the poor (or most vulnerable people) gaining access to markets. 
This could be achieved from the perspective of ‘rules of the game’ and the 
organisations (NGOs, public and private) that affect commercial exchanges. The 
focus of such an interventionist strategy was on generating pro-poor economic 
growth, empowerment, security and equal opportunity across finance, labour, 
property and staple foods markets (DFID & OPM 2000). Other international aid and 
development agencies soon adopted this new pro-poor market paradigm which 
became known as ‘Making Markets Work for the Poor’ (M4P) (e.g. Dorward & Poole 
2003; Ferrand, Gibson & Scott 2004; Hitchins, Elliott & Gibson 2004; Miehlbradt & 
McVay 2005; SIDA 2003). 
Since 2003, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has adopted a regional approach for 
policy-based research in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, with its corresponding 
projects also entitled ‘Making Markets Work for the Poor’ (ADB 2008, p. 1). With 
three major international agencies following the same path, M4P as a global 
approach was growing rapidly (ADB 2008; DFID 2005; SIDA 2003). 
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Dorward and Poole (2003) elaborated on aspects of the DFID and OPM M4P paper, 
which led to Dorward presenting the paper entitled ‘Making Market Systems Work 
Better for the Poor: An Introduction to the Concept’ at a joint ADB and DFID 
workshop in Manilla (DFID 2005). In 2005, DFID explained that the M4P framework 
arose out of work conducted in relation to NIE. In this context, markets are defined 
as institutions whose task it is to “facilitate exchange and reduce costs and risks 
associated with carrying out transactions [regarding commercial exchanges]” (DFID 
2005, p. 3).  Furthermore, in DIFD (2005) the term ‘market systems’ was first 
employed, and the M4P development paradigm was established, including a 
framework of the components of a functioning M4P model, as shown in Figure 2.7.  
Figure 2.7: The Components of a Functioning M4P Model 
 
  Source: DFID (2005, p. 9). 
 
In the above model, the ‘core market’ of supply and demand relates to delivery and 
consumption. Institutional ‘rules of the game’ and organisational structures and 
process (laws, codes and practices) are the ‘onion skin’ that envelops these core 
market activities (DFID 2005; Dorward et al. 2003). 
The M4P premise is that if you fix the inhibiting market factors for the poor by 
offering them access, fair pricing and other improved conditions, poverty will be 
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alleviated (Ferrand, Gibson & Scott 2004; Ingenbleek & Tilburg 2009). Critics of M4P 
and proponents of the SLA (Clarke & Carney 2008; de Haan & Zoomers 2005; 
Scoones 2009) have argued that livelihood is not just about material wellbeing; it 
must also include non-material aspects such as social and human assets. However, 
the macro-level M4P framework suits aid and development agencies as it is based 
on institutional and policy reforms which allows them to establish programmes at a 
macro national rather than a complex micro local level, as the SLA typically does 
(Clarke & Carney 2008).  
M4P is based on poverty reduction via MSD, and these two terms have often been 
used synonymously. In 2008, USAID, DFID, and SDC where following a similar path 
to pro-poor market development. However, USAID blended their inclusive market 
development and VCD approaches into MSD terminology, whilst DFID and SDC 
continued to use M4P terminology by calling their market system programmes 
‘making markets work for the poor’ (Downing 2013). Furthermore, DFID and SDC 
commissioned the Springfield Centre to prepare and publish the following three 
reports  aimed at improving understanding and use of the MSD approach: 1) 
‘Perspectives on the M4P Approach’ (Springfield Centre 2008a);  2) ‘Synthesis of the 
M4P Approach (Springfield Centre 2008b); and 3) ‘The Operational Guide for the 
M4P Approach’ (Springfield Centre 2008c).  
In order to broadly disseminate this information, DFID and SDC also funded an 
online platform known as the Building Effective and Accessible Markets (BEAM) 
Exchange in 2008 (Humphrey 2014). This led to an expansion of the MSD paradigm 
as more researchers and livelihood practitioners added to the pool of knowledge. 
Consequently, a second edition of the Operational Guide for the M4P Approach was 
published on the BEAM Exchange in 2015 (Springfield Centre 2014). These 
documents are now the key references for MSD practitioners, and the guiding 
conceptual framework can be seen in Figure 2.8 below.   
The Springfield Centre’s (2014) latest definition of a market system is:  
“… a multi-function, multi-player arrangement comprising the core function 
of exchange by which goods and services are delivered and the supporting 
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functions and rules which are performed and shaped by a variety of market 
players.” (p. 3)   
It further added that MSD is all about “improving the lives of the poor” by affecting 
changes in marketing systems that allow the poor to participate (Springfield Centre 
2014, p. 3). Despite these efforts, the marketing system framework that is 
presented below comes across as abstract, with little detail on how changing 
marketing system dimensions assists the poor. Furthermore, there is little focus on 
how members of institutions (e.g. managers) and those that are most vulnerable 
(e.g. artisans) are to be trained, counselled or mentored to affect pro-poor changes. 
Figure 2.8: Market system framework 
 
Source: Springfield Centre (2014, p.3). 
 
As stated previously, USAID also adopted this form of market system approach, 
although Downing (2013, p. 1) who worked as an senior advisor at USAID, defined 
market systems as “complex webs of interconnected relationships among market 
actors, within and across industries, firms and households”, further contending that 
“these relationships are affected by cultural norms, social and economic incentives, 
loyalty and mistrust”. Thus, market systems in the MSD context generally operate 
within policy environments that can lack transparency and be somewhat 
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unpredictable. Adding further complexity to the relationships within market 
systems is that they are often cross-sectorial and associated with education, health 
and nutrition aspects that are subject to global forces (Downing 2013).  
The MSD paradigm has become well-entrenched and is a dominant technique in 
research by development agencies and practitioners globally (e.g. Christian Aid 
2012; DCED 2013; Dietz 2013 (working with Helvetas); Practical Action 2014; Meikle 
et al. 2012 (working with Oxfam)). It appears to have mainly been developed for aid 
and development agencies and their practitioners, as an interventionist strategy 
intended to raise those that are vulnerable out of poverty. Yet in the academic 
discipline of marketing, ‘marketing systems’ appears to hold a different position 
which is rarely referred to in MSD literature, as discussed in the following section.  
2.6 Marketing Systems Theory    
The Marketing Systems Theory as proposed by Layton (2007, 2009, 2011) views 
marketing systems through a macro-marketing lens of economic growth. Layton 
(2009) explained that wherever there is trade, market structures and specialised 
roles within them evolve over time to make the processes more efficient. This 
author called such market structures and specialised roles ‘market systems’, which 
in collaboration with institutions (or organisations founded for social and economic 
purposes) and technology advancements are the three pillars that are essential for 
economic market growth to occur.  
Most marketing systems are complex networks of actors that can be difficult to 
analyse. Arndt (1979, p. 125) had earlier described them “as relational networks in 
which most transactions are effected not through ad hoc market encounters but in 
the context of stable relationships within networks”; Dowling (1983, p. 22) as “a 
complex social mechanism for coordinating production, distribution and 
consumption decisions”; while Klein and Nason (2000, p. 264) viewed them as 
“methods of distribution, channel structure, products and service available, 
advertising and other forms of marketing information, pricing methods and 
policies”. 
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Layton (2007, p. 230) also offered a working definition of a marketing system as:  
“A network of individuals, groups and/or entities linked directly or indirectly 
through sequential or shared participation in economic exchange that creates, 
assembles, transforms and makes available assortments of products, both 
tangible and intangible, provided in response to customer demand.”  
Layton also proposed that marketing system models fall into two broad research 
categories: 1) descriptive models of an existing system captured from field analyses; 
or 2) analytical models that range from simple graphical models with variables 
linked in a flowchart or in a graph, and formal mathematical models. Within both 
categories, the focus inevitably turns to investigation of “relevant system attributes, 
inputs or outputs” (Layton 2007, p. 236).   
The primary focus of a marketing system is on the voluntary economic exchange of 
goods and services, which is at the centre of the marketing system concept (Layton 
2011). By highlighting six significant factors, Layton refined his earlier working 
definition of marketing systems as:  
1) A network of individuals, groups and/or entities; 
2) embedded in a social matrix; 
3) linked directly or indirectly through sequential or shared participation in 
economic exchange; 
4) which jointly and/or collectively creates economic value with and for 
customers, through the offer of; 
5) assortments of products, services, experiences and ideas; and 
6) emerge in response to or anticipation of customer demand.                  
(Layton 2011, p. 259) 
 
This author also pointed out distinct differences between marketing systems in 
developed countries compared with developing countries. For example, developed 
nations have highly complex and various levels of interactions that occur between 
large numbers of entities, based on “commercial order and trust, across national 
and cultural borders” (Layton 2011, p. 273). In contrast, developing countries often 
have marketing systems that are primitive and flawed due to dysfunctional 
institutions and cultural norms that prevent them becoming multi-level social 
matrices (Layton 2011). 
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As an alternative to Layton’s (2011) marketing systems definition, the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) defined marketing systems as:   
“… comprising of a number of elements: the particular products and their 
characteristics being transferred from producer to consumer; the 
characteristics of participants (e.g. the producer, the trader, the consumer); 
the functions or roles that each participant performs in the market; and the 
locations, stages, timetable and physical infrastructures involved.” (FAO n.d.)  
This organisation also advised that when describing, quantifying or analysing a 
particular marketing system, there is an implicit assumption that it is possible to 
distinguish elements of that system from other economic activities, and that this 
may cause difficulties when quantifying the flows of the value-adding, costs and 
profit margins at each stage of the system (FAO n.d.).  
A clear distinction between Layton’s Marketing Systems Theory and the Springfield 
Centre’s M4P/MSD paradigm is that the latter view the institutional rules of the 
game – laws, codes and practices – as ‘projects’. Thus, once the evaluation surveys 
show that changes have been successfully implemented meaning the poor have 
adequate access to markets; the projects then come to an end (Ruffer & Wach 
2013). Marketing systems tend to form, grow and change overtime in an ongoing 
evolutionary process (Layton 2015). Even though such market system dynamism is 
acknowledged within some MSD programmes (HEKS/EPER 2015), however in a 
majority of MSD projects the longer-term impact surveys are rarely conducted 
(Ruffer & Wach 2013).  
It was Bartels (1968) that originally established that marketing systems never 
remain static; they are in stages of constant adaption and a continuing flux within 
both external and internal marketing environments. Layton (2015) further clarified 
that the formation and growth of marketing systems is due to adaptive change, and 
that macro-marketing methodologies can show how and why economic exchange 
within and between communities can initiate innovative change in marketing 
systems. This author added that this shapes ongoing co-evolution of marketing 
systems in perpetual dynamism of change. Thus, it seems that the dynamism of 
change is an explicit theme within Marketing Systems Theory, yet not well 
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established within MSD programmes (Ruffer & Wach 2013). This confirmed that 
marketing system change factors needed to be considered in this study when 
examining a developing country facing socioeconomic transitions. 
2.7 Linkages between Poverty Alleviation, SLs, VCs and Market-
based Systems Paradigms 
Globally, there is ample recent literature on SLAs; Oxfam, CARE, UNDP, DIFD and 
NADEL/SDC have all contributed to and influenced the modelling of the SL concept. 
With most of this research focused on the DFID SLA, after initial criticisms were 
overcome, it is commonly regarded as the most appropriate analytical framework 
when conducting SL research in developing countries (Eddins 2013; GLOPP 2008; 
Kollmair & Gamper 2002; Levine 2014; Mwenda & Turpin 2016; Njagi 2005; 
Petersen & Pedersen 2010; Tefera 2014). 
However, the DFID (2005) M4P globalisation model replaced the DFID SLA within 
their internal operations. Other international aid and development agencies 
followed DFID’s lead and dropped the SLA in favour of the Springfield Centre’s 
(2014) MSD model which makes it the latest pro-poor development paradigm to be 
adopted globally. The focus has therefore shifted away from direct assistance for 
vulnerable groups at the micro level (i.e. via SLA) towards the institutional market 
players and VCs at the macro level, which are expected to either directly or 
indirectly assist in reducing poverty at the micro level (Campbell & Downing n.d.; 
Martinez 2016; Scoones 2009). Despite this recent trend, the MSD framework does 
not offer clear guidance on intervening across different market systems and among 
market system players; the environmental context differs from project to project, 
meaning that flexibility is required (Martinez 2016; Ruffer & Wach 2013). 
Furthermore, there appears to be an assumption that poor households will act on 
the newly devised market systems created by the institutions through MSD. Layton 
(2015, p. 4) explained that “many if not all of these structures can arise in legal, 
grey, or black market settings”, which needed to be factored into this study.  
A primary method of securing participation within MSD programmes is to allow 
those working within the VCs and market systems to participate in the decision-
making process intended to directly affect their lives (Campbell & Downing n.d.). 
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Further to securing participation, MSD programmes must make it clear to the 
participants that MSD is ongoing and that it requires their participation beyond the 
life cycle of their programmes. Both Bartels (1968) and Layton (2015) have argued 
that the structures and rules of the game are dynamic and in perpetual innovative 
change. As Brady et al. (2014) and Campbell and Downing (n.d.) highlighted, MSD 
requires constant monitoring of markets utilising ongoing feedback loops. Thus, 
MSD work is never deemed complete; as resources are continually required for 
ongoing reviews and additional MSD based on constant changes.  
Layton’s (2007, 2009, 2011) explained that marketing systems are complex, 
adaptive multi-level systems that can have ‘marketing systems within marketing 
systems’; such systems are often unstable, with persistent discrepancy necessary as 
a driver of innovation and economic growth. The author has also clearly identified 
that most marketing systems are embedded in a social matrix. Aid and development 
agencies utilising MSD have rarely intentionally aligned with Layton’s (2011) core 
marketing systems propositions. However, there appears to be many overlaps 
between MSD and Marketing Systems Theory which as yet, has not been recognised 
in published literature.  
SLA and MSD literature have highlighted SL issues in terms of politics and power. 
Both Scoones (2009) and de Haan (2017) have argued that politics and power have 
a significant impact on SLs, yet this area has received minimal research attention. 
This aligns with Townsend’s (1985) and Gereffi, Humphrey and Sturgeon’s (2005) 
statements that research on poverty requires research on inequality. Logic 
therefore implies that SL research requires an investigation into the controlling 
aspects of politics and power in VCs, in livelihood approaches, and in market 
systems, as well as wealth distribution (de Haan 2017; Scoones 2009; Turner 2012). 
In a developing country it appears that when exploring artisan SLs, as in this study, 
that control, power and inequitable wealth distribution are factors that need to be 
investigated; particularly among the institutional market players and VC members 
that often influence artisan livelihoods.   
Overall, as a result of this literature review, the SLA has been used in this study to 
focus on the Myanmar artisans’ means of sustaining a living at a micro 
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socioeconomic level. This study has explored these artisans’ vulnerability aspects 
including their assets, their interrelationships with handicraft institutions including 
the relevant institutional structures and processes, as well as their current 
livelihood strategies and outcomes which are often influenced by their living 
conditions and environment. However, as the SLA does not capture people’s inner 
dimensions such as their psychological, political, cultural and religious aspects, the 
NADEL RLS framework has also been used in this study. Following SDC’s blending 
approach of the DFID SLA and NADELs RLS, this allowed capture of data on people’s 
visions, personal dreams and aspirations, integrity and dignity, politics, memories 
and attachments, social class, religion, traditions, and family relations (NADEL & SDC 
2007; SDC 2008). Such data were deemed necessary to gain a more profound 
human perspective of how the artisans in Myanmar sustain their lives.  
The MSD framework has also been applied in this study to replace the SLA’s 
institutional transforming structures and processes component. Since the MSD 
primarily focuses on market supply and demand dynamics which the SLA neglected. 
VC analysis was used to capture market dynamics that included data on the 
organisational structures, activities, linkages, processes and value-adding that 
occurs between VC members, therefore enabling a better understanding of the 
existing market systems (Springfield Centre 2014). Upon completion of VC analysis, 
the MSD framework enables an understanding of the rules of the game (laws, 
regulations, standards, as well as more informal rules and norms) and the 
supporting structures (infrastructure, information, skills and technology, and other 
business-related activities). The MSD framework also allowed for the data collected 
to undergo a SWOT analysis; to determine how best to intervene and change such 
rules and structures within the market system. This is especially advantageous for 
those most disadvantaged, to equitably access the benefits of the VC and market 
system to attain the bare necessities of a decent life.  
However, there are several issues that needed to be negated when applying the 
MSD framework in this study. While the MSD framework is focused on institutions 
and VC players to enable those most vulnerable to gain access to economic 
activities, it offers little attention to their micro social and environmental concerns. 
Although at times social and environmental concerns are discussed in MSD 
49 
 
literature, it is not shown in the overall model. While the MSD framework allows a 
researcher to assess social linkages between macro market players, it appears to 
lack the mechanisms that enable the more vulnerable to participate in the MSD 
decision-making process. Marketing Systems Theory has been shown to fill this gap, 
as it supports inclusive decision-making and social, economic and environmental 
sustainability from a macro-marketing perspective (Layton 2009, 2011). Another 
issue that needed to be negated is that once the MSD data were collected and 
analysed, there is little MSD guidance or thought given in the literature pertaining 
to the planning and operationalising of the market orientation strategy (e.g. Taghian 
2010).  
The MSD framework falls short when dealing with socially complex marketing 
systems, since the micro activities need to be understood and connected to the 
macro structures (Layton2015). This is because viewing a micro or macro 
perspective independently, may not offer a complete picture of the workings of the 
marketing system. In line with this, Layton (2015, pp. 7-8), explained that:  
“…emergent [marketing] systems exist at the micro, meso, and macro 
system levels, form at different rates in differing micro and meso systems, 
and interact with changing immediate and distant environments at each 
level, to generate system transitions between states of growth, crisis, 
collapse and renewal at each level.”  
Such marketing system descriptions were not found in the MSD literature within 
this study’s literature review. It was determined here that marketing systems are 
complex, dynamic and multi-level systems (Layton 2011). Thus, it is logical that they 
should be researched as such, as was done in this study. Thus, a composite 
analytical framework was developed, which is further discussed in the research 
problems section (Section 2.10, pp. 89-90) and in the subsequent methodology 
chapter (Sub-sections 3.6.1.2 and 3.6.1.3).   
Economics and marketing are ‘social sciences’, and therefore the social implications 
seem appropriate when researching these topics. The study of needs, wants, goal 
attainment and the organisational procedures required to achieve such goals (not 
always in monetary terms) is known as the marketing concept that also rests at the 
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core of the marketing discipline (Gamble et al. 2011; Keelson 2012; Kotler 1984). 
Whereas, the societal marketing concept focusses on three aspects: society’s 
human welfare, consumers want satisfaction and company profits (Kotler & Lee 
2008). Researching the ‘monetary flow’ in general terms appears relatively common 
in the literature, particularly when compared with the less common attempts to 
understand people’s capabilities, behaviours, choices and processes associated with 
such monetary flows (Emerson 1976; Sen 1984). The latter appear far more 
complex despite their essentiality for understanding the social workings of 
exchange in a monetary system, including how it impacts on people’s livelihoods. 
Thus, any study on artisans’ livelihoods viewed through an economic or marketing 
lens also needs to consider the social implications, as was done in this study. 
2.8 Contemporary Craft and the Traditional Handicraft Industries  
To effectively examine livelihood and development issues among artisans, it was 
deemed imperative in this study to gain an understanding of the theoretical, 
conceptual and contextual perspectives of their work, social interactions and living 
conditions. This section therefore discusses extant literature on cultural heritage 
and traditional craftsmanship commonly found among artisans in developing 
countries; cultural and creative industry classifications and other recognised 
classification methods; definitions of craft; definitions of handicraft; artisans and 
artisan livelihoods; and the role of handicrafts in the economic development of a 
developing country.   
2.8.1 Cultural heritage and traditional craftsmanship  
Traditional artisan livelihoods cannot be discussed without including the context of 
cultural heritage, and an essential element of maintaining cultural heritage is to 
realise the social value and economic viability of artisans. In 2003, the United 
Nations Environmental, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) held a 
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO 2003). In 
the report UNESCO defined ICH as:  
“The practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills, (as well as 
the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated 
therewith), that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals 
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recognize as part of their cultural heritage. Transmitted from generation to 
generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups in response 
to their environment, their interaction with nature and their history, and 
provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting 
respect for cultural diversity and human creativity” (UNESCO 2003, Article 
2.1, p. 2). 
UNESCO further specified that ICH manifests itself from five core domains: “1) oral 
traditions and expressions that include language as a vehicle of ICH; 2) performing 
arts; 3) social practices, rituals and festive events; 4) knowledge and practices 
concerning nature and the universe; and 5) traditional craftsmanship” (UNESCO 
2003, Article 2.2, p. 2). Of these ICH domains “traditional craftsmanship is perhaps 
the most tangible manifestation” (UNESCO n.d. B, para. 1). This ICH focus on 
traditional craftsmanship is not on the products produced, but is rather an attempt 
to safeguard the intangible traditional skills and knowledge that are used to 
produce such crafts. If these traditional cultural skills are not passed on to future 
generations there is a risk that such unique cultural knowledge will be lost, which is 
difficult to revive (Lo 2015, Vlahek 2017).  
According to Yang et al. (2018), the greatest challenges and constraints in 
preserving traditional craftsmanship as ICH is that: 1) countries have a lack of data 
in the form of facts and figures that relate to traditional handicraft skills and 
knowledge; 2) industrialisation and mass production make it difficult for them 
competitively compete for market space; 3) there is an unwillingness for the 
younger generation to learn the traditional skills; 4) there is a lack of basic 
institutional infrastructure to support its preservation and economic viability; 5) 
there is a lack of innovation and technology that supports such traditional practices; 
6) a lack of education and training facilities; and 7) a lack of financial resources to 
support its development.    
2.8.2 Cultural and creative industries classification  
Tangible handicrafts form part of a nation’s cultural and creative industries. There 
are many definitions and classifications of cultural and creative industries, including 
from: Department for Culture, Media and Sports – DCMS (UK) model (1998); 
Howkins Model (Howkins 2001); Concentric Circles Model (Throsby 2001); UNCTAD 
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Classification (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development – UNCTAD 
2004, 2010, n.d.); International Trade Centre (ITC) Classification (ITC 2004); UNESCO 
model (2009); and Americans for the Arts Model (Americans for the Arts 2017). This 
highlights that a globally-accepted definition remains elusive (Galloway & Dunlop 
2007); economic measurement of these industries is therefore at best tenuous, 
including across countries (Caust 2003; Galloway & Dunlop 2007; Pratt 2005). This 
lack of uniformity conflicts with the overarching purpose of a classification system, 
which was to measure the GDP contribution of cultural and creative industries; by 
having such a classification systems it is envisaged that they would provide a year-
by-year comparative measure of economic growth for use in policy formulation 
(UNESCO & UNDP 2013). However, if the categories used to collect the GDP 
contribution in a given year are poorly defined and inconsistently applied, then 
what value does the comparative measure have over further consecutive years?   
The term ‘cultural industries’ was first publicised globally by UNESCO in the 1980s, 
and its scope was not limited to technology-intensive production, as a great deal of 
cultural production in developing countries has been crafts-intensive. Cultural 
industries began to enter policymaking, such as the National Cultural Policy of 
Australia, in the early 1990s (UNESCO & UNDP 2013, p. 20). 
In 1998, the UK Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) defined 
the creative industries as “those industries which have their origin in individual 
creativity, skill and talent and which have the potential for wealth and job creation 
through the generation and exploitation of intellectual property” (Dodd & Morgan 
2013, p. 3). While handicraft industries appear to fit this definition, criticism arose 
that other than attempting to measure monetary value, it served very little purpose 
(Dodd & Morgan 2013). John Howkins (2001) alternatively popularised the term 
‘creative economy’, involving 15 very broad industries ranging from fine arts 
through to science and technology, as well as all toys, video games, and research 
and software development expenditures. “Howkins estimated that [globally], this 
creative economy was worth [US]$2.2 trillion in 2000” (UNESCO & UNDP 2013, pp. 
19-20). However, when traditional handicraft values are clumped together with a 
broad range of other cultural and creative industries such as high-tech R&D, they 
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serve little purpose for anybody; it is like saying that all the planets in our solar 
system are worth a gazillion dollars, which is of no use to anyone. 
As discussed in previous sections, globalisation, politics and power have a major 
influence over sectorial structures and rules. In the UNESCO & UNDP’s (2013, p. 19) 
Creative Industries Report, they highlighted the following statement from creative 
industries expert Michael Keane: “policymakers talk it up, academics talk it down 
and creative practitioners are ambivalent”. Other critics have debated whether 
‘global cultural homogenisation’ is the end point of the cultural and creative 
industries’ relationships with capital enterprise (UNESCO & UNDP 2013). Even 
though UN agencies promote social and cultural diversity, they seem to achieve the 
opposite by promoting standardised globalised processes and classification 
structures that stifle diversity in methods based on culture and local environments. 
Collier and Ong (2005) termed such activity as global assemblages that respond to 
or cause anthropological problems. This means that the global activities introduced 
in specific development sites where “the forms and values of individual and 
collective existence are problematised or are put at stake [and then subjected to]… 
technological, political, and ethical reflection and intervention” from a Westernised 
perspective (Collier and Ong 2005, p. 4).  
It has been suggested that the UN’s perspective is that the creative economy should 
be seen as:  
“a complex system that derives its ‘economic value’ from the facilitation of 
economic evolution – a system that manufactures attention, complexity, 
identity and adaptation through the primary resource of creativity.” 
(Cunningham, Banks & Potts 2008, p. 17)  
In a globalised world, the mixing of culture and creativity with economic evolution 
inevitably leads to their international standardisation (Harvey 2002; Prince 2013). In 
which a few lead firms (and the leaders within them) are able to gain power and 
control over the GVCs in such industries (Davis, Kaplinsky & Morris 2018; Ponte 
2008). This raises implications for a developing country like Myanmar, with regard 
to whether they attempt to safeguard their cultural and creative industries or allow 
them to become globalised. This is an issue that was considered in this study. 
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Another classification issue relating to handicraft industries is the fine line that 
UNESCO and ITC (1997) have acknowledged between definitions of craft-making 
and visual arts creation. Most crafts (contemporary and traditional) serve a 
function, yet crafts-specific features (aesthetic, cultural or traditional) and the high 
monetary value attached to some crafts mean that they are often positioned within 
the visual arts sector. The primary characteristic of artistic crafts is their non-
repetitive nature; they are often produced as one-of-a-kind original products, and 
are sold in specialist outlets such as tourist, décor and curio markets, museums, 
galleries and exhibitions, art fairs, and retail outlets by commission. The individual 
(the artisan) that creates such artistic crafts often use elements or materials to 
express their feelings, emotions and perceptions of the surrounding world (UNESCO 
& ITC 1997). As a result, they are often psychologically processed mainly through 
the sense of sight, even though they may also be functional (Cork University 2017). 
For example, in Myanmar a ‘soon-oke’ is a highly decorative container that is used 
for Buddhist temple ceremonial food offerings (see Appendix 1 for picture). Yet 
foreigners often purchase them as artistic pieces to display as a visual medium and 
not for their cultural/religious purpose. 
Other methods of classifying crafts are by the primary materials used, and/or in 
some instances by combining materials and techniques with the Harmonised 
Commodity Description and Coding System (HS) codes which identifies each 
product category (Etienne- Nugue 1990). This HS nomenclature was created and is 
maintained by World Customs Organization (WCS), with its 154 member states 
primarily using it to establish national customs tariffs and to collect data (European 
Commission n.d.). However, the HS data does little to distinguish between 
handmade cottage industry crafts and mass-produced factory crafts, and can only 
calculate those items exported or imported rather than those made and sold within 
a country (Dodd & Morgan 2013).    
 In the UK and United States of America (USA), standard industry codes (SICs) and 
standard occupational codes (SOCs) are instead used to collect economic data on 
specific industries or occupations nationally. In the UK, there are 50 SICs codes and 
39 SOCs used for craft production; a magnitude that indicates complexity in code 
selection and how cross-cutting the craft sector is (Dodd & Morgan 2013). 
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Furthermore, the UK craft sector’s contribution to the economy has been 
determined as difficult to assess, as craftspeople are often sole practitioners, 
multiple job holders and/or micro-business operators whose turnover falls below 
the Value-Added Tax (VAT) threshold, meaning their data is not collected (Dodd & 
Morgan 2013). 
Other countries have classified crafts by market segment from an end-market-
customer perspective. For example, USAID’s Barber and Krivoshlykova (2006) 
claimed the key market for handicraft products is home accessories (also known as 
home décor or home accents, which generally overlap with gifts and garden 
product categories). While it is not always easy to determine the contribution of 
handmade versus machine-made products within these markets, some studies have 
used the home accessories classification as a proxy for handicraft industries 
products; primarily because “few other statistics exist for the global handicrafts 
market” (Barber & Krivoshlykova 2006, p. 3). 
Accurate data collection often appears to be a major obstacle to coherent policy 
formulation in the cultural and creative industries, both in developed and 
developing countries. The global classification of crafts and handicrafts within the 
creative industries appears to be inconsistent, which is a significant research issue 
that needs to be addressed. Thus, this study has respectively examined definitions 
of the terms ‘craft’ and ‘handicrafts’ in the following sub-sections. 
2.8.3 Definitions of craft 
The most widely cited academic definition of crafts was developed by UNESCO and 
ITC at a World Crafts Symposium in 1997. Although craft or handicraft is not 
mentioned (presumably to avoid debate), they refer to artisans’ tangible output as 
‘artisanal products’:  
“Artisanal products are those produced by artisans, either completely by 
hand, or with the help of hand tools or even mechanical means, as long as the 
direct manual contribution of the artisan remains the most substantial 
component of the finished product.” (UNESCO & ITC 1997, p. 6)  
Furthermore, UNESCO/ITC claimed that there is no restriction in terms of quantities 
produced of artisanal products, so long as raw materials from sustainable sources 
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are used. Despite the common application, the UNESCO/ITC definition has also 
been widely criticised (e.g. Dianat & Allahdadi 2016; Hadi et al. 2008; Jongeward 
2000, 2006; Richard 2007; Zhu & Zhu 2010). Some critics have argued that this UN-
inspired definition allows artisanal products to be mass-produced in factory settings 
and made from imported raw materials, which devalues the local cultural and social 
connections in handicrafts, and the link to the local natural environment (e.g. Hadi 
et al. 2008). Others have argued that this definition clearly reflects the dominant 
globalisation paradigm of standardising products, creating a rift between traditional 
high-quality, low-volume micro and small producers targeting local markets and 
tourists, with that of low-quality, high-volume production facilities for GVCs (e.g. 
Friel & Santagata 2008).  
The term ‘craft’ has become “synonymous with anything handmade”, with any new 
individual item made by hand able to be termed a craft based on this definition 
regardless of the context in which it was made (Crafts Occupational Standards 
Board 1993, in Dodd & Morgan 2013, p. 7). For clarity between high-volume 
producers and the micro/small enterprises, both Neapolitan (1986) and Coopers 
and Lybrand (1994) attempted to split the ‘crafts industry’ definition into separate 
segments, mostly to differentiate between traditional handicrafts and 
contemporary or industrial crafts (Fillis 2004). However, this did not come to 
fruition, leaving the two production methods clumped together in one ‘crafts’ 
definition (Fillis 2004). 
This study has subsequently taken the view that the term ‘craft’ includes both 
traditional handicrafts as well as contemporary crafts. This means that crafts can 
use a mix of contemporary technologies, modern design and traditional processes, 
regardless of whether the goods are made in household workshops or mass-
produced factory settings, and regardless of whether the materials are sustainably 
sourced locally.  
2.8.4 Definitions of handicraft  
The term handicrafts encapsulates a wide variety of products and production 
methods that are often objects of utility and decoration made by hand, often via 
simple tools, and are generally artistic and/or traditional in nature (Development 
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Commissioner Handicrafts 2017). In collaboration with UNESCO, Richard (2007, p. 5) 
defined handicrafts as “a  part  of  the  culture  of  a  nation  or  ethnic  group  and 
represent a key component of socioeconomic life”; further explaining that: 1) the 
handicraft sector includes home-based industries that use existing skills and locally-
sourced raw materials; 2) production inputs for handicrafts are far less expensive 
than investing in energy, machinery or technology; and 3) that traditional craft skills 
are an essential source of income for agricultural workers including during tough 
times.  
USAID’s Barber and Krivoshlykova (2006, p. 1) had defined handicrafts as “unique 
expressions of a particular culture or community through local artisanship and local 
raw materials.” Similarly, Chang, Wall and Chang (2008, p. 386) had defined 
handicrafts as “products significant to the country where they are made, due to 
skill, tradition, culture, and local materials used.” Whereas Hadi et al. (2008, p. 1) 
defined handicrafts as:  
“A set of art-industry that leads to creation of products from mostly local 
material and performing main steps of the process by the aid of hand and 
manual tools; products within each unit of which the craftsman’s artistic 
taste and intellectual creativity are manifested at any means and this is the 
main distinctive factor of those products from machine and factory 
artefacts.”   
In all of the above definitions, traditions and culture play an integral role in 
producing handicrafts, which are clear distinctions from the UNESCO and ITC (1997) 
artisanal products (crafts) definition, as discussed in Sub-section 3.8.4.  
Some countries have passed legislation in relation to traditional handicrafts. For 
example, Japan established the Promotion of Traditional Craft Industry Law (1974), 
(Japanese Traditional Craft Industries Council - JTCIC 1974) specifying that a 
‘traditional product’ must meet five classification criteria: 1) used mainly in 
everyday Japanese life; 2) manufactured mainly by hand; 3) manufactured via a 
traditional technique or skill, with evidence from at least 100 years ago;  4) made 
from traditional materials that are of natural substances; and 5) manufactured in a 
certain area by a certain number of manufacturers, with more than 10 businesses 
or more than 30 workers. If these conditions are met, then the Japanese Traditional 
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Craft Industries Council of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
designates it by official gazette as a traditional craft (JTCIC 1974). 
Within the literature, some authors claim that ‘craft’ and ‘handicraft’ terms can be 
used interchangeably, while others have highlighted clear differences. This study 
has taken the position that there are differences between crafts and handicrafts 
that need to be reconciled. Thus, handicrafts have been determined here as 
synonymous with traditional crafts, meaning such tangible products made skilfully 
via hand, simple tools and/or local raw materials that show traditional, unique 
expressions of a particular culture or community, and represent a key component of 
socioeconomic life. Furthermore, such handicrafts are often produced in small 
batches or individual pieces within households, which is distinctive from craft 
products that can be made in factory settings or via industrial machinery (Barber & 
Krivoshlykova 2006; Chang, Wall & Chang 2008; Dianat & Allahdadi 2016; 
Jongeward 2000; Richard 2007).  
This study’s differentiation between the terms ‘crafts’ (generally representing all 
contemporary and traditional forms and methods), and ‘handicrafts’ (specifically 
relating to traditional forms and methods of producing crafts) has enabled the 
terms ‘artisans’ and ‘artisan livelihoods’ to be defined, as further discussed below. 
2.8.5 Artisans and artisan livelihoods definitions 
The terms ‘artisan’ and ‘craftsperson’ are often used interchangeably in literature, 
and have been described as a person who works with their hands to produce goods 
for everyday use such as clothes, baskets, cooking utensils, agricultural tools and 
ornaments (Jongeward 2000). Marx and Engels (1969) earlier referred to artisans as 
a social class of petite bourgeois (small capitalists) because they own their means of 
production. This suggests that an “artisan lives of his own labour but also of the 
labour of other workers who work in his shop and use his tools” (Hanagan 1977, p. 
28). Hobsbawm (1984, p. 356) similarly claimed that artisan is “taken to mean 
something like an independent craftsman or small master, or someone who hopes 
to become one. Master being a synonym for employer”.  
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It has been contended that most artisanal skills are founded on tradition, 
historically associated with a particular artisanal activity, even though they may 
have adapted over time with evolving technologies, materials and products (Ghosh 
2013). Furthermore, most artisans can work individually, at the household level or 
as part of a greater community, with each free to choose when and where they 
work, and for how much (Baudrillard 2011). Thus, artisans are typically perceived as 
self-employed in the sense that they enjoy the whole produce of their labour or the 
whole value added to the materials on which their work is based (Robinson, 
Brhmananda & Deshpande 1983).  
The concept of being self-employed compared to a salaried worker is of importance 
with respect to artisans. Baudrillard (2011) explained that the artisan is defined not 
only by ownership of their labour power (as distinct from the slave), but also by the 
differentiation from the salaried worker based on ownership of their instruments of 
production. Baudrillard (2011) also highlighted that broader distribution and 
commercialisation of the product often causes concern for artisans; they are 
typically accustomed to personal relations within family, tribe, village and local 
district in a manner of localised self-subsistence rather than for individualistic 
wealth generation. This is as important as the strict “juridical ownership of the 
means of production” when defining the artisanal mode (Baudrillard 2011, p. 87). 
An alternative definition of artisans was offered by Zulaikha and Brereton (2011, p. 
54), who concluded that the difference between artists, artist-craftspeople and 
ordinary craftspeople is based on their concepts of work:   
“Artists emphasise expressiveness or effectiveness of objects as in fostering 
aesthetical contemplation; artist-craftsmen emphasise beauty along with 
considerations of usefulness; while ordinary craftsmen do not emphasise 
beauty but respond to customer demand.”  
Based on the various artisan definitions in the literature, this study has deemed an 
artisan to be someone who produces aesthetic and functional crafts (or parts 
thereof) by skilfully using their hands with the aid of simple tools they own. 
Furthermore, it has been determined here that most artisans do this to sustain a 
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socially and economically viable livelihood for themselves, their family and their 
local community.   
2.8.6 Role of artisans and handicrafts in a developing country’s economic growth  
Handicraft production can be found across all sectors of the modern global 
economy, from pre-industrial to industrial and post-industrial nations (Lee & Littrell 
2003). Handicraft industries often significantly impact on national economies via 
foreign exchange earnings, employment creation, low per capita investment, high-
value addition and sustainable economic growth (Bano 2016; O’Connor 2006; Tao & 
Wall 2009). Furthermore, the mythological, religious, social, historical and artistic 
expression in crafts, combining both utility and beauty, is often an integral part of a 
country’s cultural heritage, often making it one of the preferred sectors in the 
process of economic development (Bouchart 2004; Khan & Amir 2013). 
While the handicraft sector has generally been viewed as a simple ‘cottage 
industry’, with negligible contribution to GDP (Jaitly 2005), handicrafts are now 
considered pivotal in a developing country’s economy, acting as a “prime agent in 
the pathway to the development” (Bano 2016, p. 53). For example, in India the 
handicrafts sector has the capacity to employ millions of unemployed and it has 
“become the best instrument of removing the regional disparity from the country” 
(Bano 2016, p. 524). Jongeward (2006) similarly contended that the craft sector in 
developing countries is an opportunity to employ vast numbers of people otherwise 
involved in agriculture, while it represents the only source of income and 
sustenance for others. Joneward (2006) further noted that the marginalised 
communities working in handicraft industries require knowledge in design, product 
development and marketing to develop the craft sector as a means for sustainable 
employment.  
Marketing often plays a critical role in the economic development of 
underdeveloped countries (Drucker 1958; Layton 2009). It has been highlighted in 
the literature that some developing countries encounter the following types of 
challenges when developing their creative industries: “1) lack of specific art 
marketing and exporting skills – since arts entrepreneurship requires generic 
distinctive management skills that are not well-developed in developing countries – 
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such as marketing skills; 2) lack of adequate intellectual property (IP) protection and 
management; and 3) lack of accurate trade and statistical data” (ITC 2004, p. 7). 
UNDP (Bhutan) (2014) established a development project in Bhutan’s traditional 
craft and textile industries to upscale income generation by developing artisans 
marketing skills. However, Chapagain (2017, p. 160) held concerns that “Over-
marketing of heritage resources may trigger promotion of cheap mimicries of 
heritage manifestations and values” which has implications for heritage 
authenticity.   
Despite these concerns about marketing affecting ICH, it often remains integral to 
the development of an economy in developing countries, yet research on the 
marketing of handicrafts remains relatively scant. The most relevant literature 
includes: Berchoux and Bauge (2013); Dowlati and Hemati (2012); Esperanza (2008); 
Ipsos Marketing (2013); Khan and Amir (2013); Menon (2010); Mutua, Massimo and 
Mburu (2004); Nagori and Saxena (2012); Riggs et al. (2009); Srivastava (2013); 
UNDP (2013a); UNIDO (2010); Vormisto (2008); and Zhu and Zhu (2010). The limited 
number of such publications suggests the need for more marketing-oriented 
research.  
Limited handicraft trade and statistical data is also of notable concern as it 
“constitutes a major obstacle to coherent policy formulation” (UNCTAD 2004, p. 31; 
also discussed in Richard 2007). More than a decade after this statement, little 
progress appears to have occurred. UNESCO (2017) suggested that this lack of data 
is due to a lack of financial support. This lack of funding in handicraft research could 
be due to the inconsistency of definitions and classifications; thus, maybe once 
creative industries, crafts and handicrafts are better defined and classified, 
economic values can be more easily measured, enabling proportionate 
development funding to follow.   
Global demand for handicrafts is growing; in many developing countries the 
contribution made to the economy and the export market via artisanry is increasing 
globally (Downing 2013; Technavio 2015). Since consumers in developed countries 
are seeking items that are special, original, creative, natural and non-mass-
produced (Technavio 2015). Global demand for crafts was expected to increase by 
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12% in 2016, which represents an important source of foreign exchange with 
immense export potential for handicraft industries in developing countries 
(Technavio 2015). Yet as this demand for traditional crafts is increasing, skilled 
artisans are declining in numbers (Freitas & Filho 2005; Lo 2015; Vlahek 2017); 
which repeats Proudhon’s (1847) artisan observations during the industrial 
revolution’s ‘golden age’. The introduction of more craftspeople (especially youth 
and women) into the craft sector could be a solution to both rural and urban 
unemployment in developing countries (Downing 2013). 
Furthermore, there appears to be a natural link between handicrafts and tourism. 
Many tourists travel overseas to personally experience a culture through 
encounters, stories and objects (Tao & Wall 2009); they purchase handicraft 
souvenirs to represent their memories of connecting with and participating in other 
cultures. Thus, tourists create and promote employment for sustainable economic 
development in the handicraft industries (O’Connor 2006). Tourism is an 
opportunity to preserve the traditions that comprise the fabric of cultural heritage 
(O’Connor 2006; Yunis 2008). Despite this, most proponents of economic 
development in this context (e.g. O’Connor 2006) have failed to discuss how the 
marketing process contributes to the production and distribution of handicrafts to 
tourists. Moreover, there appears to be a lack of research in relation to how the 
production and distribution of cultural handicrafts contribute to tourist satisfaction, 
and contribute to the overall tourist experience (Mustafa 2011).  
In addition, while research into tourist souvenir consumption behaviour is extensive 
(e.g. Blundell 1993; Chutia & Sarma 2016; Littrell & Dickson 2010; Morgan & 
Pritchard 2005; Sarma 2008; Swanson & Timothy 2012). However, only a small 
proportion of these studies have focused on handicrafts among the array of 
souvenir products including t-shirts, fridge magnets, postcards and other trinkets.  
Even though marketing and souvenir-based research on handicrafts is lacking; some 
research on the economic development of handicraft industries has been 
undertaken in SE Asia since the late 1980’s (e.g. Pye 1988). These include studies in 
Indonesia (Howard 2008; Kerr 1991; Purser 2007), the Philippines (Decena, Decena 
& Cosico 2008; Zulueta 2008), Vietnam (Gough & Dang 2009; Hung 2004; Nguyen, 
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Vu & Dinh 2003), Malaysia (Berma 2001; Redzuan & Aref 2009), China (Li 2008; 
Yuan 2009) and Taiwan (Chang, Wall & Chang 2008; Liao 2010; Tung 2012). There 
has also been substantial handicraft research conducted in Thailand (e.g. Gough & 
Rigg 2012; Kaewpradit, Keeratiburana & Janta-Po 2013; Nik Mat & Marangkun 
2010; Sriboonchitta et al. 2004; Wiboonpongse, Sriboonchitta & Chaovanapoonphol 
2007). Among these studies, a common conclusion has been that handicraft 
industries offer great economic potential for developing countries. Yet in terms of 
volume, SE Asian publications on handicrafts still remain limited compared with the 
vast literature available on the topic in relation to India. For example, in Myanmar 
there have been less than five studies conducted in the 21st century that are directly 
related to handicraft development, with little mention of handicraft marketing 
(Centre for the Promotion of Imports from developing countries – CBI 2016; Lo 
2015; UNIDO 2014, 2015).  
2.8.7 Summary of the craft and handicraft literature  
It has been determined in this study that there is a great deal of confusion regarding 
commonly accepted definitions of crafts and handicrafts. The literature implies the 
term ‘handicrafts’ refers to pre-industrial methods of artisanship (traditional 
methods); while the term ‘craft’ describes post-industrial methods of 
craftsmanship, encapsulating all forms of creative skills including traditional, 
contemporary and mixed methods of production (Sanaka 2008). As a result, 
countries with post-industrialised economies generally refer to handmade crafts as 
the ‘crafts sector’, while transitioning or pre-industrialised nations with 
traditionally-based craft industries refer to them as the ‘handicraft industries’. Thus, 
it would appear that when conducting research in a developed country, the 
appropriate term is ‘crafts industry’, but when conducting research in a pre-
industrial country the term ‘handicrafts industry’ (or cottage industry) is more 
befitting. As Myanmar is a transitioning economy, the term ‘handicraft industries’ 
has therefore been used in this study when referring to traditional crafts, while the 
term ‘craft sector’ has been used to describe all modern, traditional and mixed-
method craft industries.  
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Due to this confusion over terminology, the problem with the most common 
UNESCO and ITC (Bouchart 2004) and USAID (Barber & Krivoshlykova 2006) 
definition of artisanal products is that they may cater to allow for factory mass 
production of crafts, with some arguing that handicrafts are products specifically 
handmade by micro and small household-based businesses (e.g. Richard 2007; 
Voeten, de Haan & de Groot 2009). The push by aid and development agencies for 
these cottage-based handicraft industries to export creates some challenges. For 
example, how are these cottage-based handicraft industries meant to produce 
standardised products for export when no two handicraft products are ever the 
same (ITC 2004)? Furthermore, how is it possible for these handicraft industries 
consisting of the micro and small household-based traditional artisans capable of 
coordinating large volumes for globalised exports while remaining traditional? If 
handicrafts are industrialised, standardised and globalised, then they generally lose 
their artisanal essence of being a handicraft (Jongeward 2000), and simply become 
a craft with limited ICH, machinery replacing human involvement, and a lack of 
artisanal decision-making, skill and creativeness in the production process. 
The literature indicates that the marketing of handicrafts plays a critical role in a 
developing country’s economy, yet it often lacks the support and commitment it 
deserves in poverty alleviation and development programmes conducted in 
developing countries. Furthermore, actual funding and intervention programmes 
that focus on craft/handicraft industries in developing countries remain limited.   
Equipped with this deeper understanding of global literature in relation to craft and 
handicraft industries, it is now feasible to specifically explore the literature 
regarding Myanmar and its handicraft industries, which was the focus of this study.  
2.9 Myanmar and its Handicraft Industries 
2.9.1 Myanmar 
The Republic of the Union of Myanmar, formerly known as Burma, is now called 
Myanmar. Despite the military junta changing the nation’s name to Myanmar in 
1989 (Houtman 1999), countries such as the USA, UK, Australia, Canada and France 
still officially use the name Burma (Robinson 2012). Although Myanmar has been 
accepted by the UN in 1989, declaring that sovereign nations have the right to call 
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themselves by any name they determine (Scrivener 2007). For the purpose of this 
study, the name Myanmar was used.   
Myanmar is located in SE Asia and comprises 677,000 square kilometres of territory, 
which is roughly three-quarters the size of New South Wales (NSW) in Australia 
(Myanmar map shown in Figure 2.9). Myanmar is the second largest country in SE 
Asia after Indonesia, comprising seven jurisdictions that border with Bangladesh, 
China (and Tibet), India, Laos and Thailand (Maung Maung Aye 2015).  
Figure 2.9: Map of Myanmar 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Myanmar Information Management Unit - MIMU (electronic version approval to use 
map in thesis given by Shon Campbell, email dated 26 April 2015). 
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Myanmar has a 51.4 million people, and its most populated states are Yangon, 
Mandalay and Ayeyarwady which represent 36% of the overall population (MIP 
2016). While the Myanmar Government recognises 135 ethnic groups living in the 
country, the following nine ethnic groups represent approximately 95% of the total 
population: Barmar (68%); Shan (9%); Karen (7%); Rakhine (3.5%); Chinese (2.5%); 
Mon (2%); Kachin (1.5%); Indian (1.25%); and Chin (1%). The remaining 5% include 
Kayah, Wa, Naga, Lahu, Lisu, Rawang, Moken, Padaung people, as well as another 
118 minority ethnic groups. A large majority (89%) of the population are Buddhists 
(MIP 2016). 
2.9.2 Summary of Myanmar’s history  
King Anawrahta (r. 1044–1077) established the first Union of Myanmar and 
commenced his reign by creating irrigation systems throughout Upper Myanmar, 
which are still in use (Harvey 1925). In 1057, Anawrahta conquered the Mon city of 
Thaton and relocated 30,000 of its inhabitants predominantly artisans back to the 
then-capital Pagan (now Bagan). The new technologies and arts culture that the 
Mon artisans introduced to Pagan dramatically enhanced this society at the time 
(Harvey 1925).  
In the middle of the 16th century, King Bayintnaung established the second Union of 
Myanmar, which became one of the most powerful countries in Asia. Myanmar was 
then unified a third time in 1752 by King Alaungphaya, the founder of the last 
dynasty of Myanmar (Harvey 1925). By 1825, British India annexed Arakan (now 
Rakhine), and then in 1853 they took control of lower Myanmar including Rangoon 
(now Yangon) (British Broadcasting Commission – BBC 2017). By 1885, the entire 
country was occupied by the British (except for the fringe states); exported its 
riches (such as teak timbers for ship building, rubber and rice) via their extensive 
shipping networks (BBC 2017). Myanmar regained its independence in 1948 for 14 
years until the country was placed under military control (UNDP (Myanmar) 2017). 
The military rule of Myanmar spanned from 1962 until 2012, with the ruling elite 
suppressing their people in the so-called name of ‘peace and harmony’. After 50 
years of military rule, Myanmar’s transition to civilian rule commenced with a new 
Constitution in May 2008, prior to the 2012 elections (Aye 2015). Since 1962, 
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Myanmar has undergone three and half decades of military-styled, socialist 
centrally-planned economy, two decades of direct military rule, six decades of 
armed conflict with ethnic groups, and estrangement from the international 
community, up until 2012 (Bertelsmann Stiftung – BTI 2014; Hook, Maung Than & 
Ninh 2015). It has clearly been a troubled country for many years. 
In 2008, the country embarked on a process of wide-reaching political and 
economic reforms (ADB 2014; Williams 2015). Myanmar is currently in a ‘triple 
transition’: from an authoritarian military system to democratic governance; from a 
centrally-directed to a market-oriented economy; and from 60 years of conflict to 
peace in a majority of its border areas (Aye 2015; World Bank 2014). These 
transitions have created opportunity for the people of Myanmar, for the country to 
resume its place as one of the most dynamic economies in SE Asia (World Bank 
2014). 
Since 2010, many political prisoners have been released, media restrictions relaxed, 
civil liberty restrictions eased, ceasefires negotiated with various armed ethnic 
minority groups, and a process of engagement with the global economy is 
underway (ADB 2014; BTI 2014). At the democratic elections held in November 
2015, Aung Sang Suu Kyi and her National League for Democracy (NLD) party won a 
landslide victory, and in March 2016 they peacefully took over from the military 
junta. However, under the new Constitution established by the military government 
in 2008, the military shall always maintain 25% of government seats. Myanmar 
continues to undergo intense and rapid transitional and structural changes (Thorpe 
2014; UNDP (Myanmar) 2017).  
Based on the significant democratic, economic and political reforms and transitions, 
most economic sanctions placed on Myanmar by USA and the European Union (EU) 
were eased immediately after the April 2012 by-elections (ADB 2012). In April 2013, 
the EU abolished all other remaining economic sanctions except for military 
equipment (BBC 2013). Despite such changes, then USA President Obama conveyed 
some reservations in 2014 about foreign relations with Myanmar:  
“[Myanmar’s] political opening remains nascent, and concerns persist regarding 
on-going conflict and human rights abuses in ethnic minority areas, particularly in 
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Rakhine State, and the continued role of the military in the country's political and 
economic activities.” (Reuters 2014) 
2.9.3 Myanmar economy 
In 2015, Myanmar was ranked 150 out of 187 countries on UNDP’s Human 
Development Index (HDI). Economically, it was one of the bottom 40 countries, with 
25.6% of its population living below the IPL (Lo 2015; UNDP (Myanmar) 2014). 
Annual economic growth averaged 5% in 2015 and 2016, with a per capita income 
of US$702 (UNDP (Myanmar) 2017). The most productive industry sectors in 
Myanmar are oil and gas, mining, and timber, while manufacturing, tourism and 
service sectors struggle due to poor infrastructure, unpredictable trade policies, 
undeveloped human resources, endemic corruption and inadequate access to 
capital (Central Intelligence Agency – CIA 2016).  
In a Myanmar Information Management Unit (MIMU) and Peace Support Fund (PSF) 
report, it was found that almost two-thirds of households in the SE region of 
Myanmar (encompassing Shan, Mon, Kayin and Kayah States along the Thai border), 
were “unable to meet basic needs and therefore lived in poverty” (MIMU & PSF 
2016, p. 9). This report highlighted that there are signs of economic development 
with “major infrastructure plans including improved roads for international and 
national connectivity, upgraded ports, industrial development and tourism” (MIMU 
& PSF 2016, p. 10). In 2014, 31% of SE Myanmar households had access to mobile 
phones, which was anticipated to double by the end of 2016 (MIMU & PSF 2016, p. 
10). While the report identified the need for foreign investments, it indicated that 
these could exacerbate pre-existing drivers of conflict and inequality; for example, 
concerns existed about the transparent and equitable sharing of foreign investment 
benefits, with many local parliaments suffering from inadequate budgets and 
limited administrative support (MIMU & PSF 2016, p. 11).  
For the first time in its history, in 2012 Myanmar hosted over 1 million foreign 
tourists (Ministry of Hotels and Tourism – MoHT 2012; Watkins 2013). In 
comparison, neighbouring Thailand recorded 22.3 million visitors in 2012 (Tourism 
Authority of Thailand 2012), while Laos received 3.3 million for the same year (Lao 
Tourism Development Department 2012). However, in 2015 Myanmar recorded 
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3.38 million visitors (MoHT 2015a), and according to the Myanmar Tourism Plan 
(2013-2020), these numbers are expected to reach 7.5 million by 2020 (MoHT 
2013). Tourism has become a rapid growth industry for Myanmar.  
2.9.4 Myanmar livelihoods 
Over the former 50 years of military dictatorship in Myanmar, there was economic 
stagnation; most communities and rural villages had to be self-sustaining. For 
example, the World Bank (2016b) reported that the social capital across Myanmar 
villages remains relatively strong, confirming that before its democratic transition, 
these villages had limited access to external development resources and were left 
to fend for themselves. These village communities often worked together, and the 
village unit (some of which contained social or religious organisations) still acts as 
the primary social protection mechanism for those members in need (Griffiths 
2016). Hofstede (2011, p. 11) earlier referred to this as a ‘collectivist’ society, as 
opposed to ‘individualist’ societies most often found in Western, developed 
countries.  
When the World Bank’s (2016b) longitudinal study compared 2015 results with 
2012, it found that wages in Myanmar had increased, but that peak-season labour 
scarcity had remained an issue. Although not specified in the report, this hints that 
workers are fully employed during the peak season but may well be under 
employed during the low-season. This could lead to household livelihood difficulties 
during the low (monsoon) season. However, the report did state that many of 
Myanmar villagers have better access to low-interest loans, which may see them 
through financial difficulties that may be experienced during the low-season.  
Furthermore, the World Bank (2016b) report stated that the Myanmar villagers 
have higher expectations of the new NLD government in terms of socioeconomic 
support. As with other democratic nations, people in Myanmar “are now more 
willing to express their discontent with their government when their expectations 
are not met” (World Bank 2016b, p. 2).     
As part of the country’s democratic reforms, the Livelihood and Food Security Trust 
(LIFT) was established in Myanmar in 2008, funded by UK Aid, the EU, USAID, 
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Australian Aid, French Development Agency, SDC (Swiss), Irish Aid and other 
government agencies across the Netherlands, Sweden, New Zealand, Luxembourg 
and Italy. LIFT is most involved in Myanmar’s agriculture sector, with projects 
primarily relating to agriculture VCs, MSD and the micro finance of directly related 
crops and livelihoods. LIFT’s donors have contributed over US$400 million towards 
Myanmar rural livelihoods since programme implementation commenced 
(Livelihood and Food Security Trust – LIFT 2017). Yet even though LIFT produce 
high-quality research reports on the Myanmar agriculture industry, no attention or 
funding has been allocated towards artisan livelihood development despite this also 
being one of the largest employment sectors.   
Even though the craft sector is a large employer in Myanmar, it receives little 
attention from government, international donors and development agencies; with 
only five studies sourced here regarding such involvement. This lack of institutional 
interest could be due to the difficulty in obtaining craft sector information; Richard 
(2007, p. 4) contended that developing countries often “face difficulties in collecting 
accurate data about the [craft] sector”.  
According to the World Bank (2016b, p. 78), most “households in Myanmar perform 
numerous activities in order to sustain their lives”, making it feasible for 
development agencies to identify those that offer the highest potential for income 
generation, to provide skills training and financing specifically for them. Myanmar 
handicraft industries is one such activity, yet appears to have been overlooked by 
the World Bank, LIFT and other development agencies such as USAID and Australian 
Aid. 
2.9.5 Myanmar handicrafts  
Over the past millennia, Myanmar’s diverse ethnic groups and cultures have 
developed a unique and rich cultural heritage of traditional handicrafts, with many 
still practised today (Myanmar Matters 2015). Among these handicrafts, 10 have 
been given prominence and are revered as ‘Myanmar’s Ten Flowers’: 
1)    panbe (the art of blacksmithing) 
2)    panbu (the art of sculpture including woodcarving) 
3)    pantain (the art of gold and silversmithing) 
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4)    pantin (the art of bronze casting) 
5)    pantaut (the art of making floral designs using masonry) 
6)    panyan (the art of bricklaying and masonry) 
7)    pantamault (the art of sculpting with stone) 
8)    panpoot (the art of wood-turning designs on the lathe) 
9)    panchi (the art of decorative painting) 
10)  panyun (the art of making lacquerware). 
(Myanmar Matters 2015, n.p.) 
 
Other handicraft skills passed down from generation to generation include pottery, 
bamboo baskets, silk textiles, lotus flower-stem textiles, sun umbrellas, mosaics, 
tapestry, marionettes, lapidary, gold foil making, toys and musical instruments; all 
considered unique in design and form to Myanmar, and often used as both 
decorative and utilitarian objects (CBI 2016). Many of these handicrafts are heavily 
associated with the customs, traditions and ceremonies directly related to 
Theravada Buddhism (Vlahek 2017), which is the largest religion in Myanmar (MIP 
2016). 
The production of handicraft in Myanmar is predominantly household-based which 
are also known as ‘cottage industries’ (The Union of Myanmar, State Law and Order 
Restoration Council – SLORC 1991). Most of these households or cottage industries 
are clustered in villages or certain areas that specialise in a given traditional 
handicraft (UNIDO 2010, 2014). The main commercial hubs for handicraft cottage 
industry production and trade include Yangon, Mandalay, Bagan and Inle Lake, 
which are also Myanmar’s primary tourist destination areas (MoHT 2015a).  
Yangon is the largest city in Myanmar and acts as its ‘commercial capital’, with a 
population of over seven million in its district (MIP 2016). Based on the Myanmar 
Census (2014) reporting, the crafts sector is the second largest employer among 
urban populations, therefore it could be assumed that Yangon has many artisans 
(figures not reported) and traders working in various handicraft industries. Typically, 
however, the production for such industries are scattered throughout Myanmar, 
although Yangon and Mandalay urban centres are predominantly the commercial 
handicraft trading hubs (UNIDO 2010). 
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As a commercial hub for handicraft products, the city of Mandalay is famous for its 
imperial artisanal traditions of intricate tapestries, marionettes, woodcarvings, 
silverware and jewellery, bronze pouring of statues, gongs and vases, marble-carved 
statues of Buddha, gold-leaf beating and gilding, ceramics, and cotton and silk 
textile weaving; all heavily influenced by Buddhism (Vlahek 2017). Mandalay was 
built from empty lands in 1857 by King Mindon of the Konbaung Dynasty (1752-
1885). When the court and government were moved from Amarapura to Mandalay 
in 1861, this included 150,000 subjects whom a majority of which were artisans. 
Mindon encouraged the development of artisans’ guilds, with many of these still 
existing today, such as the trade guilds responsible for carving alabaster, marble 
and wood, casting bronze, and producing gold-leaf (Vlahek 2017). Mandalay is the 
second largest city in Myanmar, and continues to be the centre of its traditional arts 
and crafts market (Vlahek 2017). Thus, it is essential that any study of Myanmar 
handicrafts includes Mandalay as a research site, as was done in this study.  
As an example of regional specialisation, in Mandalay Division, Bagan (an ancient 
capital formerly known as Pagan) is a four-hour drive south-west from the city of 
Mandalay, and is the second largest tourist destination in Myanmar; Shwedagon 
Pagoda (in Yangon) being the most visited (MoHT 2012). Bagan is renowned for its 
traditional lacquerware products, which are unique to the world in method, form 
and etching design (Bagan House 2016). The traditional art of lacquerware (panyun) 
is one of Myanmar’s Ten Flowers, and is a core symbol of its culture and heritage 
(Vlahek 2015). Since 1990, Bagan’s lacquerware industry has had to re-establish 
itself within the shadows of the bourgeoning tourism industry. To get World 
Heritage listing, UNESCO proclaimed that no housing is to be within the historic 
area. Therefore, the old village of Bagan with a thousand years of lacquerware 
making history was bulldozered by the government and the artisans forced to 
relocate four kilometres south to New Bagan (Gritsenko 2013). Due to the 
significant efforts of a handful of lacquerware masters and entrepreneurs, the 
traditions of this lacquerware have been kept alive (UNIDO 2014). It is estimated 
that over 4,000 people are involved in lacquerware production in the Bagan region 
which represents the vast majority of Myanmar’s lacquerware industry (UNIDO 
2014; Vlahek 2015).  
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Another example of a regional specialisation is Pathein, the capital of the 
Ayeyarwady Division, which is renowned for its imperial Myanmar umbrella 
craftsmanship and painted designs. These have been produced there since the late 
19th century, when the last King Mindon was exiled to India by the British (Thant Zin 
2015). The then master royal umbrella maker fled from Mandalay to Pathien, and 
within decades hundreds of households became involved in its production (Ye Lynn 
2017). Despite this earlier community uptake, the industry is in decline with only 
two households recorded as producing the large outdoor umbrellas and less than 
10 producing the small silk umbrellas (Thant Zin 2015; Ye Lynn 2017). 
Myanmar’s Inle Lake is well-known for its hand-woven traditional textiles, 
particularly its lotus fabric (padonmar) made from lotus flower-stems grown in the 
lake. This lotus textile was traditionally used for monks’ robes to keep them cool 
during hot days and warm during cold nights, and it takes 4,000 flower-stems to 
make one over-the-shoulder shawl. In addition to the cotton, silk and lotus textile 
hand weaving industries, other crafts found on the lake include silversmiths, 
blacksmiths, potters, bamboo weavers, woodcarvers and painters (Vlahek 2017). 
Other specialised areas of handicraft production sites include Chin State (hand-
loomed textile designs and primitive art), Kachin (jade, amber and textiles), Shan 
State (textile and basket weaving), and Rakhine (textile designs, weaving and 
woodcarving). In addition, Kayin State produces ethnic textiles and instruments, 
some made from buffalo horn. The Karen and Kayah ethnic people (from Kayah and 
Kayin States) were once famed for their bronze ‘frog drums’ made from bronze, 
silver, tin and small amounts of gold via a traditional wax casting method, with each 
drum valued at seven elephants and typically owned by village leaders (Cooler 
1995). Now, only reproductions of museum ‘frog drums’ are being made from tin 
sheeting and primarily sold to tourists (Vlahek 2017).  
With a workforce of 2.4 million people, Myanmar’s crafts sector represents a large 
portion (12%) of the country’s labour market.  Economically, the craft sector 
appears extremely valuable to Myanmar; yet little data is available on it (MIP 2016). 
The Myanmar Government’s Small Scale Industries Department (SSID) is responsible 
for promoting and upholding the small cottage industries of Myanmar, yet most 
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handicraft artisans are not registered therefore complete data is not available 
(UNIDO 2014). This is despite the fact that the social value of handicrafts far 
exceeds their monetary value; their handicrafts enshroud every aspect of Myanmar 
daily and spiritual life, from the hand-woven longyi (sarong) worn by both men and 
women with distinct ethnic patterns, to the soon-oke (ornamental bowl) for rice 
offerings at temples, and pagodas and betel nut boxes (MoHT 2013). These 
traditional handicrafts appear to bestow national pride and offer a sense of 
common identity among the Myanmar people (Dianat & Allahdadi 2016). Thus, the 
Myanmar traditional handicraft industries are economically and socially worthy of 
more study and greater investment by institutions, to assist in poverty alleviation 
via the socioeconomic development of the nation (CBI 2016; Lo 2015; UNIDO 2010, 
2014).  
The paradox is that the booming tourism, industrial and construction sectors of the 
Myanmar economy have created a shortfall of skilled labour (Roughneen 2014; 
Vlahek 2017). While government and development agencies are investing resources 
into supporting these growth sectors including via technical training, they have 
inadvertently depleted the craft sector of its current and future workforce (Freitas 
& Filho 2005; Proudhon 1847; Vlahek 2017).  
2.9.6 Socioeconomic development of Myanmar handicraft industries 
There is a shortage of social and economic data on the Myanmar handicraft 
industries due to limited research conducted (Lo 2015). From the scant research 
that is available it appears that Myanmar’s handcraft industries are underdeveloped 
and need support to sustainably compete both regionally and internationally (CBI 
2016; Lo 2015; UNIDO 2010). Within Myanmar, handicraft industry development is 
often placed within small to medium enterprise (SME) development programmes 
(UNIDO 2010, 2014; UNDP 2015b) or within non-farm rural economic activity 
programmes (LIFT 2017; UNDP 2015b). In this sub-section, the limited amount of 
information that is available on the Myanmar handicraft industries has been 
summarised. 
In 1991, the Union of Myanmar State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) 
passed the Promotion of Cottage Industries Law (1991) followed by the Law 
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Amending the Promotion of Cottage Industries Law (2011) by the State Peace and 
Development Council (SPDC) in 2011. The current Myanmar Government 
department responsible for the development of the country’s handicraft industries 
and its associated laws is the SSID, formerly under the now defunct Ministry of 
Cooperatives. This ministry was disbanded when the NLD took power in 2016 
(Myanmar Now 2016). The SSID is now placed within the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Livestock and Irrigation (MOALI); apparently more of an after-thought than a 
strategic decision since agriculture, livestock and irrigation has little do with cottage 
and small scale industries.  
Among the limited literature, what is mostly known about Myanmar handicraft 
industries stems from a United Nations Industrial Development Organization 
(UNIDO) publication, which was funded by the Japanese Organisation for 
Development Centre (UNIDO 2010). UNIDO acknowledged in this report that it had 
conducted a ‘short-term’ investigation; however, given the time constraints of this 
study and the lack of other relevant research, it is a valuable contribution that offers 
rare insights into the socioeconomic lives of Myanmar artisans. This survey (UNIDO 
2010) covered three handicraft industries – textiles, woodcarving and lacquerware 
– in which 157 handicraft producers and 159 handicraft marketers were interviewed 
by 12 enumerators. However, the marketers were not clearly defined in the report 
but since they all owned ‘shops’ it was assumed that they were retailers. 
Furthermore, seven of the eight chosen research sites were within the ‘tourist 
golden triangle’ region of Myanmar, located between Yangon, Mandalay and Bagan.  
This UNIDO (2010) assessment was based on a VC analysis framework, and the 
results are shown in Table 2.1 below. These findings indicate that almost all 
handicraft producers are sole proprietorships or family-owned businesses that 
typically do not register their business with Myanmar’s SSID. Of the producers that 
were interviewed, one-fifth own at least one retail premises (shop), with half of 
them having less than US$1000 invested in working capital (the sources of these 
funds were not given). 
The UNIDO (2010) results in Table 2.1 below also indicate that technology among 
Myanmar artisans is limited, since most handicraft producers use traditional 
76 
 
methods and designs and basic hand tools. Raw materials represent three-quarters 
of the total cost of production, and 99% of these are sourced within Myanmar. 
Furthermore, labour accounts for 21% of total production costs, with workshops 
generally having between one and ten workers; 30% of the interviewed workshops 
claimed they could not expand or increase production, given their limited number 
of family members and financial resources. In addition, delivery of the producers’ 
finished goods to retailers was conducted by 71% of them, with 82% of producers 
receiving cash on delivery. Lastly, most of the handicrafts were not personally 
branded, as was requested by the retailers.  
The most startling result from this UNIDO (2010) survey is that 62% of artisans live 
in absolute poverty (earning less than US$1.25 per day), with a further 22% living in 
relative poverty. The main customer base for these handicraft producers are 
retailers (53%), followed by local customers (30%) and then foreigners; tourists and 
international buyers (17%). The handicraft retailers receive most (98%) of their 
foreign orders via personal visits from foreigners. Handicraft producers add 
approximately 8.5% of profit margin to the cost of production, and typically make 
less than US$100 in profit per month. A large majority of both producers and 
retailers claimed in this UNIDO survey that they do not receive any form of support 
from the Myanmar Government, NGOs and/or international agencies. Furthermore, 
both the interviewed retailers and artisans (70%) highlighted their desire for more 
training, including in marketing and sales.   
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Table 2.1: Myanmar handicraft VC results (2010) 
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Source: Adapted from UNIDO (2010). 
Several years after its 2010 survey, UNIDO conducted a two-week qualitative study, 
into the Bagan lacquerware industry (UNIDO 2014). This study also incorporated VC 
analysis, as shown in Figure 2.10 below, enabling a detailed view into the traditional 
lacquerware industry; one of Myanmar’s leading handicraft industries. 
This UNIDO report on Myanmar’s Bagan lacquerware uncovered that the prices paid 
by producers for good quality raw materials were rising sharply, and that artisans 
also had to endure seasonal variations in quality standards. The report revealed that 
the same raw materials were used to produce low and high quality lacquerware 
products, with technique, design and time the primary quality drivers. Furthermore, 
in an attempt to compete with lower-priced goods, some smaller enterprises were 
using non-traditional techniques such as PVA glue, which often led to lower-quality 
handicrafts. These producers’ handicrafts also tended to be similar in form, design 
and patterns, revealing a lack of creativity and innovation in the production process. 
A shortage of designers, artists and etching women for the decoration of 
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Figure 2.10: Bagan lacquerware VC results (2014)
Source: UNIDO (2014, p. 14). 
lacquerware works was subsequently identified. This report concluded that most of 
Bagan’s micro and small lacquerware producers were working in economically poor 
environments, with a lack of finance, and an inability or unwillingness to invest in 
business management skills or technological improvements such as humidity and 
temperature control in their drying cellars. There was also often a lack of quality 
control systems across the production process, from raw materials all the way 
through to finished products (UNIDO 2014). 
This report (UNIDO 2014) also verified the market-demand side of the lacquerware 
handicraft VC, uncovering the following: micro, small and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs) cannot sell their products or stocks on time to generate timely revenue 
and increase working capital; they lack access to international markets; they have 
limited marketing skills and knowledge of promotion; they have inefficient shipping 
and transportation options; and they have a high level of competition from 
substitute products. This diagnostic of Myanmar’s leading lacquerware industry, if 
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representative of the entire crafts sector, shows that the Myanmar handicraft 
industries are in dire need of development. 
Another relevant socioeconomic development report is the Myanmar Tourism 
Master Plan (MoHT 2013) which includes objectives specifically focused on 
developing artisans’ livelihoods via tourism activities. The Myanmar SSID was tasked 
to carry out this component of the tourism plan. However, to date, there have been 
no publications released on whether or how SSID is undertaking this task. This at 
least highlights that the Myanmar institutions are aware of transitional forces taking 
effect, such as increased tourism, and are aware that the crafts sector is in need of 
development.  
In 2012 Myanmar’s LIFT published the Livelihoods Baseline Survey Report, and in 
2014 the LIFT Household Survey 2013. Furthermore, both the World Bank (2016b) 
and UNDP (Myanmar) (2017) produced reports for rural population surveys 
conducted in Myanmar. All of these surveys offer a general understanding of rural 
households and livelihood conditions in Myanmar; however, their primary focus on 
agricultural production and assets such as land availability and financial capital for 
agriculture and machinery means that little attention has been given to the 
country’s handicraft industries. Despite this, many of the demographic and general 
livelihood questions used in the LIFT, World Bank and UNDP surveys were deemed 
as applicable and some were used in this study.  
Other relevant research includes an unpublished report by Lo (2015) for the UNDP 
(Myanmar), where the author explained that “currently no central system of 
collecting industry data, information and facts exists on the Myanmar-made textile 
industry, what is available is at its best ‘scratchy’” (p. 18). As a newly transitioning 
nation, a lack of evidence-based research data is evident across most industries in 
Myanmar including the crafts sector (Lo 2015; MIMU & PSF 2016).  
In 2016, the Centre for the Promotion of Imports from Developing Countries (CBI) 
produced its report based on VC analysis of the home decoration and personal 
accessories production in Myanmar (CBI 2016). The emphasis of this survey was on 
Myanmar’s handicrafts export potential to European markets, where the potential 
for upgrading to mass-produced standardised crafts for export and the 
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corresponding creation of 4,500 jobs was identified. However, this research also 
uncovered that due to past isolation, the Myanmar crafts sector is lacking in 
international links, market knowledge and understanding of market trends; further 
highlighting why handicraft industries receive little support from institutions (CBI 
2016). It should also be noted here that this CBI survey did not focus on the 
traditional artisan livelihoods; it instead viewed Myanmar through the lens of a 
contemporary crafts context. On several occasions, its authors acknowledged the 
uniqueness of the traditional lacquerware practices, but then discussed mass 
commercialisation methods based on a Vietnamese example (CBI 2016); which 
would diminish its unique appeal, higher-value and cultural heritage.   
Vlahek (2017) conducted research for Luxembourg Development Cooperation 
Agency (LUXDEV), which was published by Myanmar’s Ministry of Hotels and 
Tourism (MoHT). This author concluded that the human resource challenges 
identified via artisanal MSME focus groups in Myanmar include: low incomes; 
scarcity of skilled artisans; lack of formal vocational training; lack of enthusiasm by 
the new generation; lack of adequate health care and social security for artisans; 
excessive tour guide commissions (20-30%) as a major economic leakage to the 
local handicraft industries; the need for a common handicraft marketplace in 
primary tourist areas; the need for export market assistance; the need for longer-
term business loans; and the need for favourable government policies for timber 
supply (especially teak) to traditional artisans. Vlahek (2017, p. 39) concluded by 
stating: “Without immediate assistance and support, it is highly likely that the 
Myanmar handicraft industries will continue to decrease in size and eventually will 
die out, and with them a 1,000 years of Myanmar cultural heritage shall disappear”. 
Since 2014, Turquoise Mountain is another organisation involved in the 
socioeconomic development of the handicraft industry in Myanmar. This 
international NGO has established an introduction-level Myanmar Artisan Toolkit in 
Burmese language, which was launched in early 2017. It acts as a guide book for 
management and marketing training of entrepreneurs seeking to establish a micro 
or small enterprise in the crafts sector (Turquoise Mountain 2017). This is the first 
training manual to be prepared in Myanmar specifically for its crafts sector.     
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All of the literature discussed above further highlights that more research is 
required into the changes that are occurring in Myanmar, the specific needs of 
Myanmar artisans as well as the needs of their respective handicraft industries. 
Without further research on Myanmar’s crafts sector, uninformed decisions may be 
made that could reduce the likelihood of improving artisans’ industries and 
livelihoods.         
In addition to the scant research available there is also a limited amount of other 
publications on Myanmar handicrafts (e.g. Conway 2006; Dell & Dudley 2004; Fraser 
& Fraser 2006; Fraser-Lu 1994, 2000; Isaacs & Blurton 2000; Lowry 1974; Ma 
Thanegi 2013; Than Htun 2013), the focus of which has primarily been on the 
historical background of Myanmar’s handicrafts, specific handicraft industries, 
technical processes, specific ethnic groups and their traditional handicrafts, and/or 
Buddhist handicrafts, with some acting as a references for astute collectors. None of 
these have focused on the livelihood development of Myanmar artisans, including 
the marketing aspects of Myanmar handicrafts.  
This literature review has exhausted the relevant literature currently available on 
Myanmar artisan livelihoods and Myanmar handicraft industries. As a result, it is 
assumed here that this study of artisan SLs including the marketing of Myanmar 
handicrafts will enable a better understanding of artisans’ livelihoods in Myanmar, 
the handicraft VC dynamics in Myanmar, and more broadly the MSD framework and 
theory. Furthermore, from an analytical perspective, the limited secondary data 
available on Myanmar artisans and the handicrafts industries indicated that 
exploratory research was required to address the research problems identified in 
this study, as discussed further in the next section.   
2.10 Research Problems 
The literature indicates that without equitable access, and implementable 
mechanisms, structures and strategies to stimulate handicraft industry growth, 
there is little scope for improving artisan livelihoods (DFID 1999; Springfield Centre 
2014). Access to industry VCs and market knowledge appear helpful in generating 
sustainable income to enhance artisan livelihoods (Rota & Sperandini 2010; Seville, 
Buxton & Vorley 2011; Springfield Centre 2014). 
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Myanmar artisans and their respective handicraft industries are currently under-
researched.  There is limited information on Myanmar artisan livelihood conditions, 
how their handicraft industries function, and how socioeconomic transitions are 
affecting their livelihoods. Within the scant literature that does exist, it would 
appear that many Myanmar artisans are living in poverty (Lo 2015; MIMU & PSF 
2016; UNIDO 2010), and that even though the crafts sector is the fourth largest 
employer (MIP 2016), its industries are poorly structured and coordinated including 
a lack of a comprehensive national development programme (Lo 2015). 
It has been highlighted that pro-poor development programmes need substantial 
market knowledge of industry VCs to make informed strategic policy decisions that 
leverage sustainable poverty alleviation and development (Donovan et al. 2015). 
Thus, exploratory research is needed on Myanmar handicraft VCs, to understand 
the relationship dynamics between artisans, other VC members, market players, 
and transformational structures and processes (Layton 2007, 2009). Without such 
data, policy decisions may adversely impact on Myanmar’s handicraft VCs, including 
reinforcing inequity based on an unfair advantage to some VC members (or market 
players). 
The key problem emerging from this study’s literature review is:  
The scant relevant literature does not explain the concept of artisanal 
livelihood in a developing country during socioeconomic transition, and the 
impact this change is likely to have on the handicraft industries and the most 
vulnerable people involved in its VCs – the artisans. 
As a result, the key research question that has guided this study is: 
What are the dimensions and characteristics of the artisanal livelihood in a 
developing country like Myanmar that is undergoing rapid socioeconomic 
transition? 
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To address this key research question, other sub-research questions that have 
guided this study are:  
(1) How do artisans sustain their livelihood? 
(2) What changes are taking place within artisan livelihoods? 
(3) What factors are causing uncertainty and felt vulnerability among 
artisans?  
(4) How are handicraft VCs transforming in response to economic 
transitions?   
(5) How are VC changes impacting artisanal livelihoods? 
(6) How are institutional changes impacting artisan livelihoods? 
The conceptual framework used to address these research questions is shown in 
Figure 2.11.  
Figure 2.11: Conceptual framework for artisan livelihoods undergoing economic 
transitions in Myanmar  
 
This framework encapsulates the internal/micro, meso and macro perspectives that 
affect artisan livelihoods in Myanmar. The macro-environmental demographic, 
economic, socio-cultural, technological, ecological and political forces are external 
factors that are not controllable yet affect all artisans in Myanmar. Artisans 
generally have limited power over industry meso transformations that directly 
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affect them, highlighting the need for research to understand how handicraft VCs 
and power, gender and access issues affect artisans, and what changes are being 
experienced during rapid socioeconomic transitional change. The internal/micro 
level of artisan livelihoods is at the centre of this research, to determine how they 
maintain an existence particularly during socioeconomic transitions.  
This conceptual framework not only focuses on the monetary/economic 
perspectives of artisan livelihoods, but further takes into consideration the social 
and natural environmental dimensions of sustainability.     
The type of information required to address this study’s key and sub-research 
questions are shown in Table 2.2 below. Such data has been sourced from artisans, 
private sector members (handicraft VC members such as distributors) and market 
players that include government departments, NGOs, CSOs, international agencies, 
craft associations, academic bodies, and consultant specialists. 
Table 2.2: Information requirements to address research questions 
 
Socioeconomic 
factors 
Information requirements 
Macro-
environmental 
effects on artisan 
livelihoods 
1) Informal rules and norms; 2) Laws; 3) Regulations and standards; 
4) Market seasonality, trends and shocks; 5) Natural environment 
forces; 6) Political forces; 7) Current macro strategies; 8) Future 
macro strategies; 9) Information flows; 10) Infrastructure 
developments; 11) National skills development; 12) National 
technology development; and 13) General services (e.g. health, 
pension plans, banking). 
Industry meso 
transformations 
that affect 
artisan 
livelihoods 
1) Raw materials; 2) Raw material logistics; 3) Production 
operations; 4) Output logistics; 5) Marketing and sales; 6) Pricing and 
profit margins; 7) Promotional methods; 8) Place (location) 
considerations; 9) Distribution networks; 10) Services offered; 11) 
Customer base (local, tourist, export); 12) Incomes and mark-ups; 
13) Infrastructure; 14) Human resource management; 15) 
Technology management; 16) Procurement; 17) Network linkages 
and relationships; 18) VC hierarchy structure; 19) Power issues; 20) 
Access issues; and 21) Gender issues. 
Artisan micro 
livelihoods 
1) Natural assets; 2) Human assets; 3) Financial assets; 4) Social 
assets; 5) Physical assets; 6) Incomes; 7) Wellbeing; 8) 
Vulnerabilities; 9) Food security; 10) Sustainability of natural 
resources; 11) Visions and aspirations; 12) Identity and 
selfishness/compassion Levels; 13) Memories and attachments; 14) 
Belonging and status; 15) Experience, skills and technology; 16) 
Education; 17) Individual or collective perspectives; 18) traditions; 
and 19) Religion. 
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This research has used Myanmar as a case study to provide insights into the 
‘livelihood in transition’ concept. That is, artisanal SL in a fast-changing developing 
economy undergoing multiple simultaneous transitions including: from an 
authoritarian military dictatorship towards democracy; from a planned to a market 
economy; from various civil-ethnic wars towards peace; from living in global 
isolation to gradual inclusion; and from traditional technology to more sophisticated 
forms of technology. Moreover, literature on traditional artisans in developing 
countries including Myanmar suggests that many are living impoverished lives (e.g. 
Jongeward 2006; MIMU & PSF 2016; UNIDO 2010, 2014). Thus, Myanmar traditional 
artisans were selected as the potentially vulnerable population, and their handicraft 
industries (in the crafts sector) identified as the primary field of study. Within the 
limited handicraft literature specific to Myanmar, the need for further research into 
the country’s handicraft industries is highlighted, particularly as studies of its 
agricultural and tourism sectors are well-funded in comparison.         
Underdevelopment and poverty in the Myanmar handicraft industries likely stems 
from a lack of research including the will and ability to plan and implement such 
activities, as well as ill-informed policy over the past 50 years by the Myanmar 
governments. There appears to have been limited improvement in artisan 
livelihoods, which in turn may have limited the handicraft industries’ contribution to 
national economic growth. Other factors, such as a lack of relevant accounting 
procedures may also contribute to the inability of properly measuring handicraft 
industry contributions to the national economy, as was found to be the case in India 
(Bhat & Yadav 2016; National Statistical Commission - India 2018; Sharma 2018).   
However, what is clear is that uninformed decisions by artisans and by those 
involved in Myanmar’s policy planning and implementation processes, does limit 
the potential of successful development outcomes (Asia Foundation 2016). This 
study has, therefore attempted to: 1) understand these artisans’ livelihood 
conditions and the transitional changes being experienced; and 2) define the 
Myanmar handicrafts sector and its operations by mapping the VC structures, 
linkages and strategies applied in the marketing and sales of Myanmar artisanal 
products. Potential benefits of this study include socioeconomic improvements to 
artisan SLs that are handicrafts-focused and evidence-based.  
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2.11 Conclusions 
This chapter has drawn together the literature on poverty, SLAs, VC models, MSD, 
Marketing Systems Theory, contemporary crafts, traditional handicrafts, and 
Myanmar including its handicraft industries and artisans. This review has led to the 
identification of the core research problem and objectives, which facilitated a 
conceptual framework that includes broad macro-environmental analysis, industry 
meso transformations and the specific micro livelihoods of Myanmar artisans. 
The following chapter presents the research method employed in this research, 
including the research design, research procedure, data collection and analysis, 
limitations of the study, and the resources required to conduct this study. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology  
3.1 Introduction  
Chapter 2 presented the literature pertaining to poverty, SLs, market-based 
approaches, craft sectors and handicraft industries, and Myanmar and its handicraft 
industries and artisans. The emphasis was on SLAs, VC analysis, MSD, and marketing 
systems.  
This chapter next addresses the research methods applied when exploring artisan 
SLs and handicraft market systems in Myanmar. The purpose of this chapter is to 
discuss the research design and methodological framework applied when collecting 
and analysing this study’s data, used to address the research problem in relation to 
artisans’ livelihoods, handicraft VCs and marketing systems in a developing country 
during socioeconomic transitions.  
The structure of this chapter is an overview of the methodological underpinnings of 
this study and includes the following: research design in Section 3.2; data 
requirements in Section 3.3; research procedure in Section 3.4; data collection 
methods in Section 3.5; data analysis procedure in Section 3.6; study limitations in 
Section 3.7; resources required in Section 3.8; and the conclusion in Section 3.9. 
3.2 Research Design 
Research design has been defined as a general plan, strategy or framework of the 
research steps, processes and decisions that are integrated in a coherent and logical 
manner to address specific research problems and questions (De Vaus 2001; 
Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009). The research design helps the researcher to 
collect data embedded in the social reality and meanings of phenomena, and offers 
the techniques, measurements and procedures for analysis (Bhattacherjee  2012; 
Daymon & Hollaway 2002; Denzin & Lincoln 2005; Rubin & Babbie 2008; Trochim 
2006; Vogt, Gardner & Haeffele 2012).   
Table 3.1 illustrates the research design undertaken in this study, and the following 
sub-sections outline the rationale of this choice. Sub-section 3.2.1 discusses the 
ontological selection, the differences between positivism and interpretivism, and 
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why an interpretivist ontological perspective was the primary research method. 
Sub-section 3.2.2 then outlines the epistemological method selection, including 
inductive and deductive reasoning choices, axiological considerations and the 
consistent reflexivity conducted in the study. Sub-section 3.2.3 summarises the 
assumptions that were applied throughout the study, while Sub-section 3.2.4 
addresses the interview questioning structure and why a semi-structured interview 
method was chosen. Sub-section 3.2.5 describes the observation methods applied, 
while sub-section 3.2.6 explains the research ethics that were adhered to.  
Table 3.1: MMPR design 
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3.2.1 Ontology 
Ontology is the philosophical study of the nature of being, existence or reality in a 
given domain, defined as the theory of objects and their ties (Corazzon 2013; Crotty 
1998; Harman & Koohang 2007). Ontology helps to distinguish different object 
types such as “the concrete and abstract, existent and non-existent, real and ideal, 
independent and dependent” (Corazzon 2013, p. 1). It has also been perceived as 
providing an appropriate context for the interpretation of concepts in a given 
domain (Guarino, Oberle & Staab 2012). In summary, it answers the question of 
‘What is reality?’ (Hofweber 1999).  
3.2.1.1 Positivism versus interpretivism 
Most research design is distinguished by two primary ontological research 
paradigms: positivism and interpretivism (Rubin & Babbie 2008). Both 
methodologies have advantages and disadvantages, and can be used to 
complement or supplement each other (Babbie 2010; Denzin 2010; Edirisingha 
2012; Lin 1998; Rosen 1978; Roth & Mehta 2002). Although supplementing one 
method with another is often dependent on the aims of the research (Zohrabi 
2013). 
A positivist perspective of a research design is centred on a quantitative research 
methodology seeking to generalise results across a broader population (Babbie 
2010; Muijs 2010). Positivism is a scientific approach to social research, using 
quantitative data to ensure objectivity, internal and external validity and reliability 
while being replicable (Scotland 2012). The primary focus is on factual and 
observable objects and events, with techniques adopted from the ‘natural’ sciences 
(Morrison 2006). The positivist seeks causality in relation to social action, and 
attempts to measure the phenomena to address established hypotheses (Gray 
2014).  
Positivists often view the world as external to themselves; thus, these researchers 
are independent of what they are studying, allowing them to create a science that is 
non-judgemental and value-free (Carson et al. 2001; Scotland 2012). Their positivist 
research instruments are used to collect quantitative data from representative 
samples of a total population (Edirisingha 2012), including via surveys, correlation 
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studies and experimental research that deliberately manipulates in a controlled or 
defined environment (Bhattacherjee  2012; Carson et al. 2001). 
Some of the advantages of a positivist research design are that it covers a wide 
range of situations, it is quick and economical to apply, and it can assist with 
relevant policy decision-making (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie 2004). Although some 
disadvantages have also been highlighted such as: 1) individuals may be seen as 
passive, unthinking and highly predictable; 2) lacks understanding of processes or 
the significance people attach to their actions; and 3) can be limited when 
generating theories, as it focuses on ‘what is’, which leaves policymakers to infer 
the required actions for future change (Armstrong 2010; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & 
Jackson 2015).  
This study on Myanmar’s artisan livelihoods endeavoured to understand how they 
exist especially during times of socioeconomic transition, including their daily life 
choices and why they make them. Thus, the positivist approach was determined as 
unsuitable for this study based on the following: 1) artisans are not passive, they 
often think about their livelihood and make decisions that may not seem logical or 
predictable to others; 2) the study focus was on artisans’ daily processes/action and 
the significance they attach to them; 3) the study sought to understand the state of 
artisans’ lives and to determine how policymakers could improve their current 
livelihood conditions including vulnerabilities; and 4) there was limited former 
knowledge on artisan livelihoods in Myanmar, to help develop quantitative research 
instruments. Developing quantitative research instruments without such knowledge 
and without corresponding cultural understanding means that poor-quality, 
uninformed data could be collected. Thus, the positivist approach was determined 
as inappropriate and unworkable for this study.   
Since the 1920s, post-positivist researchers have attempted to adapt positivism via 
recognition of researcher biases and by validating qualitative methods (Taylor & 
Lindlof 2011), which allows quantitative research to be supplemented with 
qualitative. Despite such shifts in thinking, post-positivists primarily continue to 
pursue objectivity via quantitative methods (Popper 1963; Taylor & Lindlof 2011).  
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Opposing the positivism of natural science is interpretivism. The interpretivist 
research philosophy rejects the objectivist position that believe “meaning resides 
within the world independently of consciousness” (Collins 2010, p. 38). 
Interpretivism in the social sciences seeks to interpret humanistic elements such as 
beliefs, emotions and perceptions used to make decisions (Dudovskiy 2016; Morris, 
Menon & Amers 2001). The premise is that people act on their beliefs and 
preferences (Bevir & Rhodes 2000).  
An assumption of interpretive research is that reality can only occur through 
consciousness, using social constructions like language, shared meanings, symbols, 
art and instruments (Heidegger 1962; Husserl 1963; Myers 2008). Interpretivist 
methods include interviews, observation, diary entries and secondary data 
research, with the research findings generally formulating towards the end of the 
research process (Dudovskiy 2016; Ponelis 2015). It also uses human subjects as 
instruments to measure particular phenomena, by describing and interpreting their 
lived experiences in words or symbols with meaning, instead of using numbers and 
statistics (Elliott & Timulak 2005; Heidegger 1962; Husserl 1963).  
Phenomenology is the study of structures of consciousness as experienced from the 
first-person perspective (Husserl 1963; Smith 2016). This raises the question of how 
a person’s view on a matter is interpreted by a researcher. The German term 
‘verstehen’ developed by Weber (1904), meaning interpretive understanding, is a 
sociological stance for understanding the meaning of actions from the actor's 
viewpoint, where the actor is seen as a subject rather than an object of observation. 
Weber’s (1904) interpretation is that having objective knowledge of social laws is 
not knowledge of social reality, which is subjective. Schutz (1967) took this 
argument further by proposing two processes when studying social action. The first 
is how people interpret phenomena in the everyday world; such analysis is typically 
via data-driven inductive processes (Boyatzis 1998). The second is the creation of 
groupings of ‘ideal types’ to interpret and describe the phenomenon under study. 
Dependent on what is considered ‘ideal’, such analysis for this second process could 
include inductive, deductive or a mix or both (Fereday & Muir-Cochraine 2006). 
Inductive and deductive reasoning are discussed further in Sub-section 3.2.2.1. 
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Together, such interpretivist theories act as a broad canvas for the interpretivist 
paradigm (Schwandt 1998). Although the issue with this is that there is more than 
one hermeneutic theory, as well as more than one phenomenology, and variants of 
the verstehen theory. For example, in the works of Heidegger (1962), Gadamer 
(2004) and Ricoeur (1976), the interpretivist traditions of hermeneutics, 
phenomenology and verstehen interpenetrate one another, making it difficult to 
determine where hermeneutics ends and phenomenology or verstehen begins. 
Despite such challenges, the overall interpretivist philosophy appears to 
ontologically fit with this study’s aim of understanding how artisans sustain a 
livelihood in Myanmar, especially during socioeconomic transitions. It has enabled a 
clearer view of the personal viewpoints of the artisans, those with direct 
involvement in the handicraft VC, and those with experience in developing the 
handicraft industries. However, it was also deemed as acceptable in this study to 
supplement or ‘mix’ positivist methods as the ideal method of generating 
productive and useful results (Byrne-Armstrong, Higgs & Horsfall 2001; Husserl 
1963; Schutz 1967). 
3.2.2 Epistemology 
Epistemology has been defined as the philosophical study of knowledge that 
investigates the nature, scope, integrity and limits of human knowledge (Carter & 
Little 2007; Hendricks 2006; Hofer 2000; Stehr 1994). That is, it attempts to define 
what knowledge is and ways of discovering it (Scotland 2012). A researcher’s 
epistemology is their answer to the question ‘How can I know reality?’ (Coady 
1992).  
Given the research problem and corresponding questions established in this study’s 
literature review, phenomenology was selected as the primary research approach 
to explore the social realities of an artisan livelihood in Myanmar (as discussed in 
Sub-section 3.2.2.2). Furthermore, it has been recognised as a researcher’s 
obligation to make explicit their epistemological axiology (as discussed in sub-
sections 3.2.2.3, 3.2.2.4 and 3.3.2.5) and reflexivity (as discussed in Sub-section 
3.2.2.6) (Braun & Clarke 2006; Holloway & Todres 2003). While the epistemological 
characteristics relevant to this study often overlap in relation to terms and 
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definitions, it is assumed that this study’s epistemological stance will be clear by the 
end of this section.  
3.2.2.1 Inductive and deductive reasoning  
Deductive and inductive reasoning are two research design approaches that enable 
the acquisition of new knowledge (Hyde 2000; Trochim 2006). Deductive reasoning 
operates from a general to more specific perspective, informally known as the ‘top-
down’ approach (Crossman & Cole 2017). That is, deduction begins with a theory 
from which more specific hypotheses are drawn, that are then tested via observed 
data that either confirms or dispels the theory (Babbie 2010; Trochim 2006). In 
contrast, inductive reasoning moves in the opposite direction, from specific 
observations or data that progress analytically to broader generalisations and 
theories, colloquially called the ‘bottom-up’ approach (Crossman & Cole 2017; 
Lodico, Spaulding & Voegtle 2006; Trochim, Donelly & Arora 2015). By its very 
nature, inductive reasoning is more open-ended and exploratory, particularly during 
the early stages of a research project (Neuman 2014; Trochim, Donelly & Arora 
2015). It generally begins with specific observations or real-world examples, and 
then broadens by detecting patterns and regularities used to formulate hypotheses 
that are further explored prior to conclusions and theories (Blackstone 2012; 
Neuman 2014). 
Most qualitative research adopts an inductive process, where a theory is developed 
at the end that typically remains untested (Hyde 2000). Both quantitative and 
qualitative researchers can utilise both deductive and inductive research processes, 
since logical reasoning provides a two-way platform between theory and research 
(Rubin & Babbie 2008). However, many researchers fail to recognise the duality 
between deductive and inductive reasoning, staunchly choosing one over the other 
(Crossman & Cole 2017; Hyde 2000). Deshpande (1983, p. 104) explained that while 
qualitative and quantitative approaches are at opposite ends of the research 
spectra, “it should be kept in mind that individual researchers in all areas, including 
marketing, fall somewhere between the two extremes”.    
When conducting this study’s literature review, definitions and theories were 
considered to deductively establish the research gaps, research problems and 
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research questions in a top-down approach (Hyde 2000; Rubin & Babbie 2008). 
However, inductive reasoning was also applied during this process, by formulating 
ideas and conceptual visualisations of what the literature was explaining and linking 
to other literature in a bottom-up approach. As Deshpande (1983) highlighted, the 
literature review is generally a blend of deductive and inductive processes that are 
not only qualitative or quantitative; it is often a process that is both confirmatory 
and exploratory (Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005).  
In this study, once the literature was reviewed and the research problem and 
questions defined, it was determined that a qualitative phenomenological 
methodology was best suited (as discussed further in the next sub-section). This 
study subsequently adopted an inductive reasoning approach for the data 
collection, enabling the researcher to ‘explore the unknown’ in the environmental 
context of the transitioning and developing Myanmar.  
In this study’s data analysis, the datasets were examined via an inductive manual 
method where thematically-created categories and variables were drawn from the 
data in a grounded, bottom-up process (Boyatzis 1998). From this inductive process 
a theoretical framework was established. This framework was then used like a 
‘template of codes’ (Crabtree & Miller 1999), where the qualitative data were 
matched deductively to the template codes, categories or sub-categories in a top-
down approach. This initial inductive process enhanced and informed the analysis 
from the artisans’ perspective, and the deductive approach then helped to analyse 
all the data sets. By keeping these two processes separate it avoided a muddling of 
the methods. Such use of inductive and deductive methods is known as MMPR 
(Mayoh & Onwegbuzie 2013), which is discussed in the next sub-section. 
3.2.2.2 Phenomenological research and the use of mixed methods  
Epistemologically, this study is not about how one ‘understands’, which is within the 
realm of both the hermeneutics and verstehen approaches. Instead, it is based on 
the philosophical tradition of phenomenology that seeks to understand the world 
through the direct experience of a phenomenon (Littlejohn & Foss 2009). The 
phenomenological approach (interwoven with hermeneutics and verstehen) was 
therefore chosen here to help understand the social realities of artisan livelihoods 
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in Myanmar. However, in the later stages of this study a deductive analytical 
process was also applied to supplement the phenomenological research (as 
previously discussed in Sub-section 3.2.2.1). This supplementation helped to reflect 
the role of the object within descriptive phenomenological methods and ontological 
assumptions of post-positivism, where it is implied that not only a subjective but 
also objective reality exists (Mayoh & Onwegbuzie 2013).  
Traditional phenomenological research methods aim to describe, understand and 
interpret the meanings of experiences of human life (Finlay 2009; Scotland 2012). 
Accordingly, as stated by Nietzsche (1888, cited in Kaufmann 1954, p. 458), “facts … 
do not exist, only interpretation”. Phenomenology as the study of human conscious 
experience is capable of “analysing the structure—the types, intentional forms and 
meanings, dynamics, and (certain) enabling conditions—of perception, thought, 
imagination, emotion, volition and action” (Smith 2016, n.p.).  
From a phenomenological perspective, this study’s research design involves a 
qualitative research methodology that focuses on ‘what things mean’, on the basis 
that a lived human experience is a valuable source of data (Glaser 1998; van Manen 
2007). That is, the phenomenologist considers the totality of various perspectives of 
phenomena in an attempt to understand it and formulate or develop ideas about it 
(Groenewald 2004). Such philosophy views the world as socially constructed, where 
the researcher is a participant and the science that is developed is value-driven 
(Collins 2010; Gray 2014), rather than only objectively-driven as with positivism and 
post-positivist approaches. Furthermore, phenomenologists often gather large 
volumes of data from small samples, based on methods that include personal 
interviews, focus groups and observations (Dudovskiy 2016; Gray 2014; Guba & 
Lincoln 1994; Ponelis 2015; Scotland 2012).  
The traditional phenomenological inquiry is that the researcher avoids or at least 
declares their assumptions and biases to aptly empathise with the participant’s 
situation, using inductive reasoning to fully explore the phenomena (Giorgi 2009; 
Norris 1997). This helps the researcher to develop theories; although such theories 
typically require further testing (Bhattacherjee 2012). This approach means that the 
researcher has to get ‘in tune’ with the existential dimensions of the participant’s 
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situation, to fully understand the deep structures of their inner thinking, feelings 
and behaviours (Bhattacherjee 2012; De Castro 2003; Giorgi & Giorgi 2003). 
When reviewing the research design the advantages and disadvantages of using the 
phenomenological method in this study were carefully considered. The advantages 
of using such a traditional phenomenological approach are that it can: 1) analyse 
the change processes that occur over time; 2) help us to understand what people 
mean when referring to specific terminology; 3) enable the research to be altered 
as new ideas and issues are raised via data collection; 4) contribute to the 
development of new theories; and 5) gather a depth of data in a socially natural and 
personable manner rather than artificially via surveys or experimental manipulation 
(Gray 2014; Groenewald 2004; van Manen 2007).   
In contrast, the disadvantages of using a phenomenology approach are that: 1) data 
gathering can take a great deal of time and resources; 2) it is difficult to control the 
pace, progress and end-points of the study; 3) data interpretation can be difficult; 4) 
policymakers may give the results low credibility due to a lack of statistics; and 5) it 
dictates the use of inductive reasoning  (Armstrong 2009; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & 
Jackson 2015; Giorgi 2009; Smith 2016).  
This researcher made considerable efforts in planning the research design to ensure 
that resources were used as effectively as possible. This included allowing leeway 
for unforeseen circumstances, and allocating one year to thoroughly interpret the 
data collected. This aligned with Bryman’s (1988, p. 91) viewpoint on qualitative 
research that “theoretical reflection ought to be delayed until a later stage in the 
research process”. Thus, a pure inductive reasoning approach (as discussed in the 
following axiology sub-section) was adopted that adequately supported the data 
collection (further discussed in Section 3.5) and the manual ITA (as outlined in 
Section 3.6). While no ‘new’ theory evolved from applying the inductive approach in 
the research design of this study, a conceptual framework did emerge that links 
well-accepted livelihood and pro-poor MSD theories.  
In alignment with Schutz (1967) and Byrne-Armstrong, Higgs and Horsfall (2001), to 
demonstrate research rigour and generate productive and useful results, a 
supplementary deductive analysis approach was applied in this study to test the 
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emergent framework of the group of theories. Thus, even though this study 
commenced with a qualitative inductive phenomenological approach, it evolved 
into a qualitative-dominated, MMPR approach. 
Furthermore, it has been recognised that one of the primary assets of an 
interpretivist phenomenological methodology is that it is flexible and adaptable, 
which allows incorporation with emerging research methods (Garza 2007). Thus, in 
alignment with Ali and Birley (1998), Morse (2003), Fereday and Muir-Cochraine 
(2006), Garza (2007), Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007), Rubin and Babbie 
(2008), Atkinson and Delamont (2010), and Mayoh and Onwegbuzie (2013); and 
coupled with template analysis by Crabtree and Miller (1999), King (2012) and  
Brooks et al. (2015); a MMPR approach was applied in this study via a 
supplementary priori template of codes within the later stages of data analysis (see 
Section 3.6 for further detail). In the context of this study, this phenomenological 
and qualitative-dominant MMPR design (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner 2007) 
enabled exploration of the lived experiences of those directly involved in the social 
networks, structures and processes that affect artisan livelihoods in Myanmar. 
Furthermore, it facilitated the harnessing of a depth of knowledge required for the 
contextual interpretation and deep understanding of the Myanmar artisan 
livelihood phenomena (Fereday & Muir-Cochraine 2006). 
It should be pointed out that major criticisms of such a mixed-methods approach 
largely stem from Howe’s (1988) incompatibility study, which surmised that the 
philosophical differences between qualitative and quantitative methods are so 
great that they cannot be combined into a single research project. Furthermore, 
Sale, Lohfeld and Brazil (2002) claimed that researchers do not pay enough 
attention to the elicit differences found within each of the paradigms’ 
methodological approaches (Mayoh & Onwegbuzie 2013), which may lead to the 
muddling of methods (Stern 1994). That is, a researcher should not mix and match 
methods in an ad hoc fashion, and should instead apply a supplemental research 
strategy (Fereday & Muir-Cochraine 2006). Furthermore, in establishing clear 
boundaries between the methods, Husserl’s (1963) descriptive phenomenology 
sought “to make intelligible all objectivity” by using human subjectivity as it gives 
objectivity more value (Gadamer 2004, p. 237). Thus, by respecting both forms of 
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subjective and objective methods, one can be complemented with the other 
(Fereday & Muir-Cochraine 2006). This also leads to the justification of including 
“more deductive methods within an overarching inductive phenomenological 
framework” (Mayoh & Onwegbuzie 2013, p. 6). In response to the criticisms, clear 
demarcations between the dominant qualitative method and supplemental 
quantitative method that were applied in this study have been shown in Table 3.1. 
3.2.2.3 Axiology 
Axiology is a philosophical study of the nature of value and valuation in human 
preferential behaviour (Dewey 1922; Morris 1964; Urban 1909). That is, it 
investigates the human nature, criteria and metaphysical status of value (Archie 
2007; Urban 1909). In studies of the nature and application of value, researchers 
often examine whether value is a fulfilment of desire, a pleasure, a preference, a 
behavioural disposition, a human need or simply a human interest (Handoyo 2015). 
With respect to the criteria of value, this is where researchers strive to understand 
whether variances in taste or objective standards apply (Gadamer 2004). 
Researchers also seek to understand the metaphysical or phenomenological aspects 
of value, such as how values are related to (scientific) facts. Moreover, what 
ultimate worth to the research do human values have (Archie 2007; Gadamer 2004; 
Hart & Embree 1997; Husserl 1963). 
As a theory of value, axiology is commonly divided into two parts – ethical and 
aesthetic considerations – both of which rely on individual value judgements (Archie 
2007; Byrne 1998; Dewey 1922; Gadamer 2004; Perry 1967). Ethical considerations 
relate to the study of values in human behaviour and/or the study of moral 
problems; it examines whether actions are right or wrong, good or bad, desirable or 
undesirable, praiseworthy or blameworthy (Bartels et al. 2014; Birch et al. 2002; 
Dewey 1922; Schweder, Mahapatra & Miller 1987). Aesthetic is the study of value 
based on judgements of sense, taste and emotion, and/or inquiry into feelings, 
judgements or standards of beauty, poverty and other related concepts (Bartels et 
al. 2014; Gadamer 2004; Hume 1777; Kant 1892; Zangwill 2014). Researchers often 
derive both personal and research values from social, cultural and religious norms, 
with valuation methods stemming from those values and belief systems. Thus, most 
researchers are affected by such values either consciously or subconsciously, 
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regardless of how impartial or objective they attempt to be (Banks 1998; 
InterAcademy Council 2012; Myrdal 1969; Ratner 2002; Weber 1904). This means 
that most research that is conducted, qualitatively or quantitatively, contain biases 
and ethical considerations that need to be considered. 
3.2.2.4 Axiological ethical considerations 
Ethics has been determined as the study of conduct that distinguishes between 
acceptable and unacceptable behaviour; that is, a form of relative morality between 
what is perceived as being good as opposed to bad (Birch et al. 2002; Shamoo & 
Resnik 2015). Ethical norms support research aims by seeking knowledge and truth, 
and helping to avoid error via consistent vigilance of biases and vigorous reflection 
of qualitative research (Stevens 2013). However, the ethical dilemma is that what is 
deemed ‘good conduct’ often varies across cultures (Carsrud & Brannback 2009; 
Mill 1863). That is, while most recognise universal ethical norms (Crowther & 
Lancaster 2005; Kant 1892; Rawls 1999), they are interpreted, applied and judged 
differently based on one’s own personal values and life experiences (Gadamer 
2004; Husserl 1963; Shamoo & Resnik 2015).  
The primary aspect of ethics is that “the dignity, rights, safety and wellbeing of 
participants must be the primary consideration in any research study … [the 
research results should be] of potential benefit to participants, science and society” 
(Health Research Authority 2007, n.p.). To achieve this core ethical standard, 
Shamoo and Resnik’s (2015) ethical guidelines were consistently applied throughout 
the study which included: 1) being honest in collection, analysis and reporting of 
data; 2) strive to avoid biases using reflexivity; 3) work to keep promises; 4) avoid 
careless errors and negligence; 5) protect confidentiality; 6) avoid discrimination in 
sex, status or race; 7) promote social good and mitigate social harm; and 8) be 
aware of and obey laws and policies. Furthermore, this research had undergone 
rigorous ethical scrutiny by the Deakin University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (DUHREC), with this procedure discussed further in Section 3.2.6. 
3.2.2.5 Axiology and humanism 
The ‘ism’ that best reflects the values and valuation criteria (the axiology) in this 
study stems from ‘humanism’.  
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“Humanism is a doctrine, attitude or way of life centred on human interests 
or values; a philosophy that generally rejects the supernatural and stresses 
an individual's dignity, worth and capacity for self-realisation through 
reason” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary 2017).  
Furthermore, “humanism is a democratic and ethical life-stance which affirms that 
human beings have the right and responsibility to give meaning and shape to their 
own lives” (American Humanism Association 2017, n.p.). 
Knowledge in the humanist philosophy is gained via experience and doing (Gessner 
2011; Scanlon 2006). Such humanism emphasises the potential value of human 
beings including common human needs, and strives to rationally resolve human 
problems (Pearsall & Trumble 1996). Most humanists are secularists that seek to 
ensure persons and organisations are neither privileged nor disadvantaged by virtue 
of their religion (or lack of it), and that laws and public institutions are neutral 
between alternative religions/beliefs (British Humanist Association 2017; Law 
2011). The philosophy of humanism is to “organize into a consistent and intelligible 
whole the chief elements of philosophic truth” (Lamont 1997, p. 13). This 
researcher/student subsequently endeavoured to uphold a humanist ethical stance 
throughout this study; however, even though no complaints were received from 
research participants, it remained difficult to judge one’s own ethical outcomes. 
Thus, reflecting on the actions of others as well as one self throughout this study 
allowed for the further development of this researchers humanist ethical stance. 
3.2.2.6 Reflexivity 
Reflexivity is a phenomenological method of self-reflection that helps the 
researcher “by making the research process itself a focus of enquiry, laying open 
pre-conceptions and becoming aware of situational dynamics in which the 
interviewer and participant are jointly involved in knowledge production” (Hsiung 
2010, p. 1). While methodological guidelines assist, each research project is unique 
and the researcher must therefore determine how best to proceed; thus, reflexivity 
is deemed essential (Watt 2007).  
Qualitative analysis requires on-going reflection to self-examine the researcher, 
including their personal assumptions and preconceptions (Hsuing 2010; Kleiman 
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2007). That is, how these assumptions affect research decisions and the researcher-
participant relationship requires on-going cognitive reflection (Hsiung 2010; Sanjari 
et al. 2014). Reflexivity is a continuous circular process that occurs across a research 
project, enabling deeper insight throughout the research process whereby the 
practice informs fieldwork and analyses (Yin 2011). Such reasoning allows for 
questions to be revised and even the restructuring of the research topic as the 
project progresses (Hsuing 2010; Yin 2011).  
After each interview within this study, the reflective journal was updated including 
self-evaluation and assessment of the interview to ensure appropriate conduct and 
progressive development of the study. Interpretive reflexivity was also conducted 
across the analysis stage by constantly reflecting on the context of data segments, 
and toggling the data between various themes until fully satisfied that the intended 
meaning was achieved. One year of reflective thought was required for the analysis 
to reach a point of well-reasoned satisfaction. 
3.2.3 Summary of assumptions applied in this research 
This study made assumptions in relation to the ontology, epistemology, reasoning, 
axiology, and reflexivity that were applied in this research. The rationale for such 
methodological choices confirmed this researcher’s ontological interpretivist 
perspective of reality as exploratory and phenomenological while carrying humanist 
values deeply reflected on throughout the various research phases. An inductive 
reasoning approach was primarily used, which was supplemented with a deductive 
reasoning approach to add meaning and reliability to the qualitative results. The 
remainder of this chapter further explains the research methods used in this study 
and the contexts in which the relevant assumptions were applied.    
3.2.4 Interview questioning structure 
The most common data collection methods in qualitative research are interviews 
and focus groups (Gill et al. 2008). While both methods have advantages and 
disadvantages, the interview method was selected for this study because it enables 
the data to be captured based on individual/personal opinions and perceptions 
rather than group responses (Morgan 1996; Opdenakker 2006). Research 
participants may not want to share their personal life experiences, business and/or 
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status issues in a formal, group-setting environment (Acocella 2012; Smithson 
2000). Furthermore, in focus group settings there is the potential for: 1) socially-
extrovert participants dominating the conversation, meaning the researcher may 
not capture the views and experiences of those more introverted (Anderson & 
Kilduff 2009; Fern 2001); and 2) participants feeling pressured to agree with the 
group’s dominant view (Cooper & Schindler 2011; Hennick 2007). In contrast, 
individual interviews can enable further exploration of the issues raised, with some 
discussed at a maximum depth of detail (Hancock, Ockleford & Windridge 2009). 
These are reasons why the interview method was selected for this study. 
In addition, structured, unstructured and semi-structured interview methods were 
all considered in this study. The structured interview is where questions must 
adhere to a strict protocol; for example: 1) in the same order; 2) read out word-for-
word; and 3) with the same tone, mannerism and facial expressions (Aaker et al. 
2009; Rea & Parker 2012). The core intention of these more structured interviews is 
to quantifiably aggregate responses in relation to specific information (Cooper & 
Schindler 2011; Rea & Parker 2012). This also helps the researcher to control the 
interview and to draw data that is easily coded and analysed (Dörnyei & Taguchi 
2009). However, the structured interview does not allow the researcher to probe 
and gain deeper insights from participants including to clarifying statements made; 
if often lacks in-depth investigation of a given topic (Aaker et al. 2009).   
Most unstructured interviews resemble general conversations that do not follow 
any predetermined script other than a broad list of potential topics (Aaker et al. 
2009; Dörnyei & Taguchi 2009). Unstructured interviews can yield vast amounts of 
data on a given topic, although how useful that data will be is determined by the 
competency of the researcher during both the interview and analysis phase 
(Alshenqeeti 2014; Galletta 2013). Unstructured interviews are often associated 
with ethnographic, phenomenological and case-study research (Rea & Parker 2012), 
in particular when there is limited data on the topic and when attempting to 
develop new theories using inductive analysis (Gray 2014). 
Lastly, the semi-structured interview has been defined as a hybrid of structured and 
unstructured methods (Galletta 2013). Such interviews are guided by a protocol 
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that helps the researcher to determine the type of questions (Castillo-Montoya 
2016), but with the freedom to re-arrange the questions, offer explanations, seek 
clarification, and probe for deeper meaning (Aaker et al. 2009). Further benefits of 
the semi-structure interview method are that: 1) as new topics and issues arise 
from the interviews they can be used in consequent interviews; 2) it can capture 
data across a variety of frameworks; and 3) it allows for both inductive and 
deductive data analysis (Galletta 2013). Such options would not be available if the 
structured or unstructured interview methods were used alone. Thus, the semi-
structured interview method was selected for this study, to enable deep and 
concentrated exploration of the phenomena of Myanmar artisan livelihoods and 
Myanmar handicraft VCs.  
3.2.5 Observation methods 
Observation can be used as an unobtrusive and descriptive method of data 
collection, where researchers observe and record details in a specific field of 
interest (Bryant 2015; Center for Innovation in Research and Teaching – CIRT 2017). 
Such research can include viewing and recording the actions and behaviours of 
participants, their natural settings, and/or situations that naturally occur; It strives 
to answer the question ‘What is going on?’ in the relevant context or environment 
(Bryant 2015).  
There are three main types of observational research: naturalistic, participant and 
controlled (McLeod 2015). Naturalistic observation is conducted in the natural, 
everyday participant setting, without any intervention by the researcher (CIRT 
2017). Participant observation is when the researcher embeds themselves in the 
setting as an active participant of the group (Atkinson & Hammersley 1994; 
Kawulich 2005). Controlled observation is performed within carefully arranged 
conditions, typically laboratories (McLeod 2015).  
Regardless of which of the three observational methods are undertaken, the 
researcher is required to record their observations (Arias & Davis 2016). Recording 
can be done by audio or video, via written field notes, or by using pre-coded 
templates in the form of observation coding sheets (Arias & Davis 2016). 
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In this study, the naturalistic observation method was used in a semi-structured 
format (McKechnie 2008), meaning the researcher knew the specific categories or 
dimensions for collecting observations (i.e. SLA, RLS, M4P/MSD frameworks). 
Although, there was still freedom to explore and document the environmental 
setting, its population and specific events to uncover fresh insights (McKechnie 
2008). The semi-structured data collection format was chosen because it offers a 
balance between what is relevant to the research and the ability of gaining and 
developing insights (Holdstein & Gubrium 2004; McKechnie 2008).  
The naturalistic observations were conducted overtly but in a non-obtrusive 
manner, such as by taking written notes or speaking into an audio recorder when 
observing and recording the following: 1) artisans performing their daily routines; 2) 
artisan environments; 3) retailer behaviour and their environment (i.e. their retail 
premises); and 4) policymakers in their work environments. These recorded 
naturalistic observations were performed prior, during and after the interviews had 
been conducted.  
The phenomenological interviews and observation methods chosen for this study 
consist of ethical issues that needed to be considered throughout the data 
collection process (Allmark et al. 2009). Thus, the following sub-section discusses 
some of these ethical considerations. 
3.2.6 Research ethics 
Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from DUHREC. The DUHREC 
rated this study slightly higher than low-risk due to ethnic conflicts occurring in 
Myanmar border areas, and as per the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade’s (DFAT) Smartraveller website, Myanmar was (February 2015) deemed as a 
‘yellow’ status country requiring a high degree of caution when visiting (DFAT 
Smartraveller 2015). The National Ethics Application Form (NEAF) was therefore 
completed in Australia for this study, which was subsequently approved.  
In this study, the Plain Language Statement (PLS) with consent and withdrawal 
forms was prepared for each participant segment, using simple-to-understand 
language (in English and Burmese). See Appendix 2 for the Handicraft Artisan 
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Interview PLS. The PLS for handicraft distributors and institutional managers used 
the same format as with the artisan PLS.  
The PLS for each participant segment was prepared in English, translated to 
Burmese by a professional translator, and then back-translated to English by 
another independent translator. Where discrepancies were found, the Burmese 
versions were altered and corrected by a UN translator in Myanmar, to match the 
English version as closely as possible. Any corrected Burmese statements were 
again shown to the original Burmese translator who, with slight modifications, then 
signed off on the changes. 
For the purpose of this study, the researcher was based in Yangon, Myanmar from 
2013 to 2017. Myanmar had restrictions on medical and pharmaceutical human 
research, but as this study was social science research on artisan livelihoods and 
market systems, no other ethical approval processes needed to be conducted. 
3.3 Data Requirements 
The use of phenomenology methods generally requires that past knowledge and 
assumptions be put aside to better explore the topic under study (Giorgi 2009). The 
topic under study here was artisan livelihoods during transitions in Myanmar, and 
to generate semi-structured question guides (as outlined in Section 3.4.5) and to 
conduct supplementary deductive analysis (as previously discussed in Section 3.2.2), 
knowledge obtained from the literature review was required. Thus, categories 
located within the SLA (DFID 1999), RLS (NADEL & SDC 2007), VC (Hines 1993; 
Porter 1985), MSD (Springfield Centre 2014), marketing mix (McCarthy 1960) and 
SWOT analysis (Humphrey 2005) were used.  
Table 3.2 below was specifically created for the DTA component of this research, 
which categorises data requirements by theoretical framework and topical research 
dimensions, and specifies the data being measured.  
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Table 3.2: DTA requirements   
Theoretical 
framework 
model 
Research  
category 
Research method 
Research 
participant 
segments 
What was measured 
SLA Vulnerability 
context 
Exploratory qualitative 
phenomenological 
interviews & MMPR in 
analysis  
1. Myanmar 
artisans 
Shocks, trends and 
seasonality. 
  Livelihood 
assets and SDC 
– blended SLA 
& RLS   
Exploratory qualitative 
phenomenological 
interviews & MMPR in 
analysis 
1. Myanmar 
artisans 
Artisans (micro) 
financial, human, 
natural, social and 
physical capital assets, 
happiness level, and 
current economic 
position. 
Psychological, cultural 
and spiritual 
dimensions. 
  Transforming 
structures and 
processes 
Exploratory qualitative 
phenomenological 
interviews & MMPR in 
analysis 
1. Myanmar 
artisans 
2. Handicraft 
distributors 
3. 
Institutional 
managers 
Levels of government, 
laws and policies, 
institutional structure, 
culture and power, and 
private sector 
involvement; artisan 
access and power 
issues. 
Market-based 
methods  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MSD 
 
 
 
 
 
Exploratory qualitative 
phenomenological 
interviews & MMPR in 
analysis 
1. Myanmar 
artisans 
2. Handicraft 
distributors 
3. 
Institutional 
Managers              
Supply and demand of 
the VC; supporting 
functions like 
information, 
infrastructure, skills 
and technology, and 
other related services; 
and rules of the game 
like standards, 
regulations, laws and 
informal rules and 
norms.  
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Theoretical 
framework 
model 
Research  
category 
Research method 
Research 
participant 
segments 
What was measured 
Market-based 
methods 
(cont’d) 
Marketing mix 
analysis 
Exploratory qualitative 
phenomenological 
interviews & MMPR in 
analysis 
1. Myanmar 
artisans 
2. Handicraft 
distributors 
3. 
Institutional 
managers       
Product development 
and production, 
distribution, pricing, 
and promotional 
methods. 
SWOT analysis SLA and 
market-based 
methods 
 
Exploratory qualitative 
phenomenological 
interviews & MMPR in 
analysis 
1. Myanmar 
artisans 
2. Handicraft 
distributors 
3. 
Institutional 
managers              
Artisan and industry 
(micro and macro) – 
strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and 
threats. 
3.4 Research Procedure 
This section describes the research procedure undertaken when selecting and 
applying participant segments, research sites, interpreters, sampling methods and 
the research instrumentation used in the data collection process.    
3.4.1 Participant segments  
This research focused on three homogenous participant segments in Myanmar: 1) 
handicraft artisans; 2) handicraft distributors; and 3) institutional managers. All are 
directly involved in Myanmar’s handicraft industries, and have a sound knowledge 
of its workings.  
Handicraft artisans were considered best-placed in understanding their profession, 
livelihood, industry VC and marketing systems, and therefore capable to act as 
reliable sources of knowledgeable information. Their perspectives on these topics 
were crucial in addressing the core research questions of this study (see Table 3.4 in 
Sub-section 3.5.2.1 for detail on the demographics of the interviewed artisans).   
Handicraft distributors were deemed as well-positioned to offer authoritative 
perspectives of the Myanmar handicraft marketing systems and how the 
handicrafts VC functions in respective handicraft industries (Bloom et al. 2007; 
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Reddy, Murthy & Meena 2010). These perspectives included a specific commercial 
orientation of their knowledge in trading and marketing of Myanmar handicrafts (as 
in Mohr & Nevin 1990) (see Table 3.5 in Sub-section 3.5.2.2 for demographic detail 
of the interviewed distributors). These distributors were independent of the 
artisans interviewed; if trade links did exist, they were unknown to either of them as 
well as the researcher. 
Institutional managers with direct involvement in the Myanmar handicrafts sector 
were perceived as best-placed to provide specific knowledge of the structures, rules 
and processes that affect the workings and development of these industries. Their 
knowledge helped to gain an in-depth understanding of artisan livelihoods, the 
handicraft marketing systems and VC operations in Myanmar from an institutional 
perspective (see Table 3.7 in Sub-section 3.5.2.3 that shows further detail on their 
demographics). Any links between the artisans, distributors and institutional 
managers that were interviewed was unknown to all parties, including the 
researcher.  
In combination, these three participant segments offered perspectives that 
addressed the study’s key research questions from across a broad spectrum of the 
Myanmar handicrafts sector, with real-world experiences that directly relate to 
artisan livelihoods, VCs  and the handicrafts marketing systems; thus increasing the 
reliability and validity of this research (Kaplinsky & Morris 2002). While raw material 
suppliers, logistical operators and the consumers of the Myanmar handicrafts sector 
may have offered further information for this study, the time and financial resource 
restrictions only allowed for the three primary participant segments to be 
interviewed.       
3.4.2 Research sites 
As previously noted in the literature review in Chapter 2 (Section 2.9.5), Myanmar 
handicrafts primary production and distribution areas are mostly located in the 
central and central-south regions; more specifically in Yangon, Mandalay, Bagan, 
Inle Lake, Mawlamyine and Hpa-An as shown in Figure 3.1, p. 117. These areas are 
primary tourist destination areas in Myanmar, containing a large variety of artisans 
and distributors from the main traditional handicraft industries, and are well-
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representative of the whole country. Thus, they were chosen as the most relevant 
handicraft artisan and distribution research sites for this study. In contrast, 
institutions with involvement in the handicraft industries are typically located either 
in the national capital Naypyitaw or in the commercial centre (formerly the national 
capital) of Yangon.  
It should be noted that due to ethnic minority armed conflict in almost all of the 
border regions of Myanmar, as a condition of DUHREC ethics approval, research 
could only be conducted in areas deemed to be safe by the Australian DFAT. The 
selected research sites were designated as safe areas for tourists on various 
Myanmar Government authority websites including the Ministry of Home Affairs, 
MoHT and the Ministry of Industry. The selected areas were also considered safe by 
DFAT on its Smartraveller website (as at February 2015), on the Myanmar 
destination page. Thus, artisans that lived in conflict zones where poverty with 
lower livelihood opportunities was likely could not be included in this research. 
Although on reflection, the artisans living in conflict zones cannot be described as 
living in normal livelihood circumstances, and they also represent a minority of 
artisans in Myanmar unlike those in the selected research sites that were 
determined to represent the majority. Nevertheless, it was not anticipated in this 
study that the exclusion of this population of artisans living in border conflict zones 
would bias the results. 
3.4.3 Cultural research  
It has been recommended that research in developing countries needs to be done 
with patience, creativity, cultural sensitivity and resourcefulness (de Baessa 2008).  
Any research conducted across national and linguistic borders must be adapted to 
the cultural, social and linguistic norms of each context (Rubinstein-Ávila 2009). The 
socio-cultural context in Myanmar varies dramatically to that of this Australian 
researcher; hence, local interpreters and guides were used in this study to 
overcome cultural variances. In addition, to enable research familiarity across each 
site in Myanmar, observational transects were conducted prior to data collection, in 
areas where local interpreters knew artisans and distributors were located.  
111 
 
3.4.4 Interpreters 
Due to the researcher’s inability to speak the local language and lack of knowledge 
of specified research sites, local interpreters (registered English-speaking tour 
guides) were employed to assist in the fieldwork. These interpreter/tour guides 
were sourced via the Myanmar Tour Guide Association (2015) and the official MoHT 
website (MoHT 2015b).  
As this is an interpretivist study, the language interpreters were of paramount 
importance (Choi 2003; Gile 2009; Kerdeman 2015). Thus, the following procedures 
were undertaking to select appropriate interpreters. At each site, three prospective 
interpreters/guides were listed and called; these initial phone conversations helped 
determine their level of English (some had poor broken English while others were 
relatively articulate) – only those with a high level of English for adequate 
interpretation were employed. Prior to data collection at each research site, the 
interpreters were emailed a PLS in both English and Burmese, with instructions on 
the sampling criteria and data collection methods. The potential locations of 
artisans and distributors were then discussed with them; these were mapped out 
and an appropriate transport mode was recommended to be booked by the local 
interpreter. Most artisanal locations were common knowledge to the interpreters, 
generally within concentrated locations in each research site. 
In addition, a professional and licensed interpreter based in Yangon was employed 
for interviews with non-English speaking institutional managers in both Yangon and 
Naypyitaw. This was to address the concern that senior officials from government 
institutions may use high-level technical terminology that other interpreters/tour 
guides may not be able to adequately interpret. This interpreter was chosen due to 
her interpreter experience in working for various UN agencies in Myanmar at high 
level official government meetings.  
3.4.5 Sampling  
Due to a lack of published information relating to Myanmar handicraft artisans, 
handicraft distributors and institutions associated with the handicraft industries, 
various non-probability sampling approaches were employed when selecting 
participants, including the following: 1) purposive sampling via predetermined 
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selection criteria for each participant segment; 2) saturation point followed by 
quota sampling to determine the number of participants based on subgroups within 
each segment; and 3) snowball sampling to obtain referrals of institutions involved 
in handicrafts from artisans and distributor participants.  
3.4.5.1 Non-probability sampling 
Non-probability sampling was chosen because a representation of the total 
population of Myanmar artisans was not the goal of this study. The primary aim 
here was to obtain an in-depth understanding of the handicraft artisan livelihood 
phenomena in Myanmar, and the effects that socioeconomic transitions were 
having. It was assumed that this knowledge would contribute to broader theories 
related to poverty, development and social change interventions (Blackstone 2012. 
As previously discussed, the scant literature available on Myanmar artisans and 
handicraft industries, and the lack of this researcher’s knowledge of Myanmar in 
general meant that probability sampling could have led to the collection of poor or 
inaccurate data (Patton 1990). These are reasons why non-probability sampling was 
chosen for this study, which better suited the core research objectives.  
3.4.5.2 Purposive sampling 
Purposive sampling was selected for this study due to its assumed ability to: 1) gain 
information from those with direct knowledge and experience of Myanmar artisan 
livelihoods and their associated handicraft industries; 2) gather information 
inexpensively while still offering a solid understanding; 3) tackle social problems 
where minimal previous research has been done; and 4) capture an in-depth 
understanding of unique individual perspectives of facts and social processes 
(idiographic), rather than the general rules and laws (nomothetic) (Blackstone 
2012). Furthermore, no formal lists of handicraft artisans or distributors could be 
obtained in Myanmar, making probability sampling extremely difficult to undertake. 
These factors confirm why purposive sampling was the best choice for this study. 
However, one key critique of purposive sampling is that it is dependent on the 
researcher’s judgement when selecting people or organisations to be studied (Black 
2010; Laerd 2017; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009); this often raises questions of 
the researcher’s credibility and trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba 1985). Thus, this 
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study’s Australian researcher became a permanent foreign resident of Yangon, 
Myanmar throughout the research process (July 2013 to July 2017). This enabled 
significant enculturation for the researcher on a daily basis, with many socio-
cultural values and norms of Myanmar society absorbed over the four-year period.  
In addition, this researcher had previously worked and lived in culturally diverse 
countries for extended periods, including China for two years, Tanzania for two 
years, France for four years, and Hungary for four years. Furthermore, the 
researcher is a former UN employee that is married to a Japanese UN officer, so is 
well-accustomed to living, working and making ‘reflective judgements’ (King & 
Kitchener 2002) within various cross-cultural contexts. All of this further enhanced 
the credibility and trustworthiness of the researcher, particularly when using the 
purposive sampling method (Berry 1989; Inglehart, Basanez & Moreno 1998; 
Sinkovics, Penz & Ghauri 2008). However, it is also acknowledged that such past 
experiences as a foreigner living in culturally diverse lands is not comparable to 
indigenous cultural knowledge (Ngulube 2017); hence the use of local 
interpreters/tour guides to assist in the data collection.  
3.4.5.3 Purposive sampling size of participant groups 
While it is accepted that sample sizes in qualitative research are relatively small 
compared with quantitative, they still need to be large enough to obtain adequate 
information to cover most participant perceptions (Mason 2010). In qualitative 
studies, the intent is to explain and interpret a phenomenon and to build or modify 
theory, rather than to generalise (Maxwell 2013). Even though there are no specific 
rules in determining adequate sample size for qualitative research (Baker & 
Edwards 2013), Glaser and Strauss (1967) recommended data saturation to 
overcome the inability to determine pre-set sample numbers. Ritchie, Lewis and 
Elam (2003) later referred to this as the ‘point of diminishing returns’ approach. In 
contrast, Patton (1990, 2015) opined that qualitative sample sizes could best be 
determined by the study objectives and resource availability. In line with this 
Morse, Bottorff and Hutchinson (1994) recommended at least six interviews for 
phenomenological studies, while Creswell (2013) suggested between 5 and 25 
participants. Whereas, Perry (2012) believed that at least 35 to 45 interviews were 
required for PhD qualitative studies. 
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As there is a large variety of artisans, handicraft industries and VCs in Myanmar, it 
was expected that responses to corresponding issues would become relatively 
exhaustive, outside of specific variances in relation to raw materials, tools and 
production methods. Hence, this study adopted Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) position 
of collecting participant perceptions until a point of saturation, which generally 
occurs when additional responses no longer yield significantly different 
perspectives.  
3.4.5.4 Purposive sampling selection criteria for artisan participant segment 
It was determined in this study that the judgemental, subjective component of 
purposive sampling among artisans could have been a major disadvantage if such 
judgements were ill-conceived or poorly considered (Dhivyadeepa 2015; Saunders, 
Lewis & Thornhill 2009). To avoid this, specific selection criteria were established to 
determine traditional artisans’ eligibility to participate within this segment.  
Japan’s Promotion of Traditional Craft Industry Law (1974) (as discussed in Chapter 
2, Section 2.8.5) was used in this study to define Myanmar’s handicrafts (from a 
traditional perspective) and the corresponding artisans that work within the 
handicraft industries. These Japanese ICH legal definitions were applied because 
they work to preserve the traditional crafts in a socioeconomic sustainable manner, 
are contextually Asian-based, and have withstood the test of time (Kansai Bureau of 
Economy, Trade and Industry 2005; Rizzo & Mignosa 2013). Only artisans that 
matched these criteria were selected for this sample segment, as defined in Table 
3.3 below.  
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Table 3.3: Selection criteria for artisan participant segment  
1) Must be over 18 years of age (legally adults). 
2) Working as an artisan in a traditional handicraft industry (i.e. to be classified as 
traditional industry must have over 100 years of documented handicraft history).   
3) Obtained their artisanal skills by knowledge transferred from a master in the handicraft 
industry or from their relatives who possess such skills.   
4) Working more than 6 hours per day producing traditional artisanal products. 
5) Producing artisanal products that are both aesthetic and functional. 
6) Artisanal products must be made mostly by hand (75% of the entire production), basic 
tools (primitive and basic handheld power tools) with creativity and skill. 
7) Made from locally-sourced materials in an area known for its traditional and cultural 
handicrafts.  
8) Self-described as a handicraft artisan or a workshop master. 
 
The above selection criteria enabled the collection of data across various types of 
traditional artisans in Myanmar, while authenticating that they genuinely make a 
living from their traditional craft.  
At each of the selected research sites (discussed in Sub-section 3.4.2 and shown in 
Figure 3.1, p. 120), the researcher conducted natural observation transects in 
specific areas known to contain artisan workshops as suggested by the local 
interpreters. The observational transects were conducted by describing via an audio 
recorder what was being observed. This helped identify precise locations of artisans 
or household workshop that were in that area, as well as the number of handicraft 
retail premises at the site; lists of artisans and distributors were subsequently 
created. This observation process typically took 1-2 days prior to approaching 
potential participants for interview and allowed the researcher to become familiar 
with the research site.    
3.4.5.5 Purposive sampling selection criteria for distributor participant segment 
The purposive sampling approach was also applied for the handicraft distributor 
homogenous sampling frame, to obtain data from those directly involved in the 
retailing or wholesaling of traditional handicrafts in Myanmar. These distributor 
perspectives were necessary to gain a deeper understanding of Myanmar’s 
traditional handicraft industry VCs and marketing systems.  
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While only larger distributors generally used websites and/or Myanmar Yellow 
Pages, most of Myanmar’s handicraft distributors used conventional advertising 
methods; these include outdoor advertising road signage or promotional flyers 
distributed personally to foreigners in restaurants or when walking in the main 
tourist streets. Thus, the distributor participant sample could only be adequately 
finalised once the researcher was out in the field. To be eligible for the distributor 
participant segment, they had to meet the following criteria:  1) own or manage a 
Myanmar traditional handicraft retail and/or wholesale business/outlet; 2) be over 
18 years of age (legal adult); 3) specialise in selling one or more traditional 
handicraft product types (as discussed further in Sub-section 3.4.5.7 below); and 4) 
work more than six hours per day performing retail and/or wholesale distribution 
functions.   
As previously cited in Chapter 2 (Sub-section 2.9.6), 18% of artisan workshops in 
Myanmar also have retail premises (UNIDO 2010, 2014). Thus, where there was 
difficulty in determining whether a potential participant was an artisan or a 
distributor, the hours worked in production and the hours worked in 
retailing/wholesaling were compared; whichever was greater was deemed to be 
their primary occupation. Furthermore, if a household or firm contained both a 
distributor and artisan, only one of them would be selected for interview from each 
workplace. 
3.4.5.6 Purposive sampling selection criteria for institutional manager participant 
segment 
Institutional managers in Myanmar specifically involved in the development of 
marketing systems, VCs and rules, laws and infrastructure that affect artisans 
and/or handicraft industries were included in this study’s institutional sample 
frame. The identification of relevant institutions in Myanmar was via a review of 
published reports (discussed in Sub-sections 2.9.5 and 2.9.6) and via snowball 
sampling (as discussed in Sub-section 3.4.5.8); where artisans, distributors and 
other institutional managers where asked during their interview to refer 
institutions. While no direct association within or between members of each 
segment was acknowledged, which assured confidentiality, institutional managers 
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also signed a PLS confirming their names would not be disclosed however their 
organisation’s name could be used in the research and associated publications. 
Institutional managers were approached by phone, email or face-to-face, with the 
PLS presented to obtain their consent to participate in an interview. At this stage it 
was also determined whether a professional interpreter would be required at the 
interview. Further detail on the institutional manager participant segment can be 
found in Figure 3.1 below. 
3.4.5.7 Quota sampling  
In addition to criteria for purposive sampling across this study’s three participant 
segments, quota sampling was deemed necessary to ensure segment subgroups 
were adequately represented in the final sample. However, the use of the data 
saturation method to determine the final sample size meant this subgroup quota 
sampling was more a guide than a rigid number. Quota sampling was needed to: 1) 
plan and budget; and 2) obtain a diversity of perspectives from artisans, distributors 
and institutions involved in Myanmar’s primary handicraft production areas.  
Clarification of the number of interviews to be conducted at each research site was 
also needed prior to field visits, for planning and budgeting purposes, required to 
deduce: 1) total time required at each research site; 2) interpreter working hours 
and costs; 3) accommodation booking and costs; and 4) transportation booking and 
costs. Based on these budget plans, this research initially estimated interviewing 12 
artisans, 10 distributors and 10 institutional managers. If the saturation point was 
not reached, then further interviews would be conducted until a maximum of 20 
participants per segment was obtained. Financial and time resources would not 
allow for any further interviews to take place. 
Quota sampling was also used minimise the potential of researcher bias that may 
have favoured a certain type of handicraft or a specific research site. The artisan 
and distributor samples were therefore stratified by the type of the handicraft and 
geographical area, in an attempt to include as many handicraft types as possible 
while still giving quota weighting to those that are more prolific in Myanmar. The 
more dominant handicraft types each had two or more artisans and distributors 
represented within each of the sample participant segments, while those that were 
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less prominent only had one artisan and distributor represented. Researcher 
judgement was used to determine handicraft prominence in Myanmar via the scant 
literature that was available (CBI 2016; Conway 2006; Cooler 1995; Dell & Dudley 
2004; Fraser & Fraser 2006; Fraser-Lu 1994, 2000; Isaacs & Blurton 2000; Lowry 
1974; Ma Thanegi 2013; Than Htun 2013). 
The artisan quota sample was established as follows: 1) woodcarvers (two);  2) 
textile hand-loom weavers (two); 3) lacquerware artisans (two);  4) ceramicists and 
potters (two); 5) bronze casters (one); 6) marble stone carvers (one); 7) silver and 
goldsmiths (one); and 8) bamboo basket weavers (one). In total, 12 artisan 
participants were nominated, with potential for up to 20 if data saturation did not 
occur.  
The handicraft distributor quota sampling occurred within the same geographical 
location, during the same time period via the same interpreter/tour guide as with 
the artisan participant segment. Handicraft distributor quota samples were set to 
include those selling: 1) mixed various forms of handicrafts (two); 2) textiles (two); 
3) woodcarvings (one); 4) lacquerware (one); 5) ceramics (one); 6) bamboo 
products (one); 7) brass and bronze products (one); and 8) silver/gold products 
(one). In total, 10 distributor participants were nominated, with scope for up to 20 if 
data saturation did not occur. 
Institutional manager quota sampling included those involved in establishing and 
maintaining the development, rules, structures and processes associated with 
Myanmar’s handicraft industries that affected artisan livelihoods. This sample 
contained managers from: 1) Myanmar Government departments (two); 2) UN 
agencies (two); 3) international government aid agencies (one); 4) NGOs (one); 5) 
associations and/or cooperatives (one); 6) academic and/or educational institutions 
(one); 7) consultancies (one); and 8) philanthropist organisations (one). In total, 10 
institutions were nominated, with scope for up to 20 if the data saturation point 
was not achieved. Those institutional managers that agreed to be interviewed were 
unaware of the other institutional managers within their participant segment. 
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3.4.5.8 Snowball sampling 
Due to the lack of published lists of artisans and distributors in Myanmar, the 
purposive and quota-based sampling occurred in the field at specific research sites. 
Furthermore, as few institutions involved in Myanmar’s handicrafts sector had 
published such activities, snowball sampling was used during interviews with 
artisans, distributors and other institutions, to determine potential institution 
participants that could be included in this purposive sampling frame.  
Figure 3.1: Initial quota and purposive sampling frames 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Google Maps (2016) with adaptation. 
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3.4.6 Instrumentation 
3.4.6.1 Semi-structured interview guides 
A semi-structured interview guide was developed for each of the three participants 
segments, as a tool for the researcher to organise thoughts and to stimulate 
discussion about participants’ experiences and situations. The following process was 
adopted when developing this interview question guide: 
1. identification of topics and questions to be explored 
2. determination of the level of detail that each topic could be explored 
3. drafting of the questions 
4. determination of the most logical order for the questions 
5. piloting of the questions to making any necessary changes in response to  
feedback obtained. 
(Churchill & Lacobucci 2005; Haslam & McGarty 2003)  
After drafting these semi-structured interview guides, they were reviewed to 
ensure they could capture required data (as previously discussed in Section 3.3), 
and were amended until deemed adequate for this purpose.  
The artisan semi-structured interview guide used is shown in Appendix 3; the 
distributor guide in Appendix 4 and the institutional manager guide in Appendix 5.  
These guides contained open-ended questions, as opposed to closed-ended 
questions such as monosyllabic ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses (Munn-Giddings & Winter 
2013). The open-ended interview questions were designed by the researcher to 
capture participants’ full knowledge of a topic and their corresponding feelings, via 
detailed responses (Cozby & Bates 2011). Each guide commenced with basic, easy-
to-answer questions about their work to establish rapport, and more personal or 
potentially controversial questions about money and/or power and social issues 
were asked later in interview. If a response lacked depth or clarity, the participant 
was probed to elaborate with questions such as “Can you offer me an example of 
when that occurred?”, “How did that make you feel?”, or “Why did it make you feel 
like that?”.  
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3.4.7 Conclusion to research procedure 
This research procedure section has discussed the selection of the participant 
segments, as well as research sites, interpreters, sampling methods and research 
instrumentation, as well as ethics committee approved PLS statements that were 
applied in this study. The following section discusses how the research procedures 
were physically implemented when collecting data in the field.  
3.5 Data Collection 
3.5.1 Pre-test of the data collection process 
The semi-structured interview questions for the three participant segments were 
pre-tested in Yangon, Myanmar to confirm their appropriateness for this study 
(Perry 2012). This process involved interviews with: 1) a woodcarver located at the 
northern gate of Shwedagon Pagoda to test the artisan interview guide; 2) the 
director of a craft retail store to test the distributor interview guide; and 3) the 
deputy representative of United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
in Myanmar to test the institutional interview guide. Across the three participant 
segments, the pre-test process replicated the intended data collection procedure 
with respect to: 1) qualifying the participants; 2) using PLS for written consent to 
participate; 3) audio recording of the interview; and 4) ensuring effectiveness of the 
interpreting process during the interviews.  
In the artisan woodcarver pre-test interview, difficulties arose when asking about 
their level of general happiness as an artisan living in Myanmar. The participant kept 
responding that he was ‘happy’, even when probed several times to define his level 
of happiness. Thus, in consultation with the interpreter, it was decided to use a 
diagrammatical seven-point scale to indicate the level of happiness, using smiley 
faces ranging from one for ‘extremely sad’ to seven for ‘extremely happy’ (as shown 
in Appendix 6). The artisan interview guide was also changed to include further 
probing questions regarding happiness, such as “What makes you happy?”, “Can 
you explain a time when you were the most happiest as an artisan?”, and “When 
were your most saddened as an artisan?” Otherwise, the pre-testing of all three 
participant segments only led to some slight modifications of the interview 
questions, and appropriate changes made to intended data collection procedure. 
122 
 
3.5.2 The data collection process 
At the interview stage, the relevant PLS was presented to potential participants 
(either in English or Burmese) immediately after a basic introduction. After 
obtaining verbal agreement to participate, selection criteria questions were asked 
(as discussed in Sub-sections 3.4.5.4, 3.4.5.5 and 3.4.5.6), and relevant participants 
were requested to sign a consent form. Participants were also asked if they would 
like to a copy of the findings in English when available, and where they agreed to an 
audio recording, the recorder was used between the researcher and the participant.  
All potential artisan and distributor participants agreed to be interviewed and audio 
recorded immediately after the introduction and consent process, except for one 
distributor that asked to be interviewed the next day. All of the participating 
institutional managers asked for appointments to be made for their interviews, with 
only 3 of the 15 approached refusing to participate. Only one of the institutional 
manager participants declined to be audio recorded, so detailed notes were instead 
taken by the researcher and interpreter, which were then compared to combine 
into one document. 
3.5.2.1 Demographic profile of Myanmar handicraft artisans 
The in-depth interviews were conducted with artisans during July and October 
2015, among 15 artisans from Yangon, Thwante, Bagan, Mandalay, Inle Lake, 
Mawlamyine and Hpa-An (see Figure 3.2 and Table 3.4 below). On average, the 
artisan interviews took 1 hour and 25 minutes to complete.  
Upon completion of 11 of the artisan interviews, when close to reaching the quota 
sampling target of 12, (see Sub-section 3.4.5.7), it was determined that the point of 
saturation as described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) had not yet been reached. This 
was because interviews with different types of artisans had raised new and 
additional information not collected in previous artisan interviews. Thus, an extra 
field trip was scheduled to Mawlamyine in Mon State and Hpa-An in Kayin State, 
within the finance and time schedule. In total, 15 artisan interviews were 
completed, and no additional information arose in the final two artisan interviews. 
Data saturation therefore occurred during the fourteenth and fifteenth artisan 
interview. 
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The average age of artisan participants was 47 years; more than half were 50 years 
or over, and only two were aged in their 20s and three in their 30s. This sample 
strongly suggests a shortage of youth involved in the Myanmar handicrafts sector, 
which is further discussed in Chapter 4, Sub-section 4.2.3.7). Only two of these 
participants had less than 10 years’ experience in their handicraft profession, with 
an average of 25 years of experience across the sample which added credibility to 
these findings.    
Figure 3.2: Location and number of artisans interviewed  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Google Maps (2016) with adaptation. 
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Table 3.4: Demographic profile of artisan participants  
Participant  
Date of 
interview 
Profession 
Years  
worked 
Current 
location 
Sex Age 
Home 
town 
Father’s job / 
learnt from 
1  08/07/15 Woodcarver 25 Yangon M 50 Local 
Farmer/ 
uncle 
3 13/07/15 Potter 38 Twante M 64 Local Potter/ father 
6 21/07/15 
Lacquerware 
designer 
15 Myinkabah M 29 Local 
Lacquerware / 
cousin  
8 24/07/15 
Lacquerware 
master 
20 Myinkabah M 37 Local 
Lacquerware / 
father 
9 07/09/15 
Lacquerware 
master 
16 Myinkabah W 57 
Ukrain
e 
Engineer /  
SOAS* & locals 
10 08/09/15 Woodcarver 18 Mandalay M 35 
Thit 
Ywar 
Farmer / uncle 
11 08/09/15 Marble carver 25+ Mandalay M 50 Local 
Stonecarver / 
father 
12 08/09/15 Bronze caster 40 Mandalay M 58 Local 
Bronze caster / 
father 
15 30/09/15 Silversmith 12 
Nyaung 
Shwe-Inle 
M 32 
Khang 
Thine 
Farmer / 
Apprenticeship 
17 01/10/15 Textile weaver 37 
Inn Bo 
Khone-Inle 
W 51 Local 
Weaver / 
father & 
mother 
18 01/10/15 Basket weaver 54 
Inn Bo 
Khone-Inle 
M 69 Local 
Basket weaver 
/ father 
22 07/10/15 Wood-turner 14 
Ywa Lut, 
Mawlamyin 
M 44 Local 
Wood-turner/ 
father 
23 07/10/15 
Doormat 
weaver 
30 
Taung Zon, 
Mawlamyin 
W 48 Local 
Farmer / 
mother 
24  08/10/15 Potter 40 Mawlamyin W 57 Local Potter / father 
26 09/10/15 Textile weaver 3 Indu, Pa O  M 23 Bago 
Farmer / both 
parents 
*SOAS - School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London. 
3.5.2.2 Demographic profile of Myanmar handicraft distributors 
Distributor data collection occurred at the same time and at the same research sites 
as for artisan participants, following the same data collection method, the locations 
and number of interviews conducted are shown in Figure 3.3.  
Of the 12 handicraft distributor interviews conducted, three were general 
handicraft retailers that sold various handicrafts, three were textile retailers, and 
one retailer came from each of the lacquerware, woodcarving, ceramics, bamboo, 
brassware and silversmith industries (see Table 3.5 below for further detail). These 
interviews were conducted between July 2015 and March 2016, and all participants 
were either owners of the business or senior managers.  
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After completing 10 distributor interviews as initially planned in the quota sampling, 
several common issues relating to handicraft VCs and distribution methods were 
apparent, however new issues kept on arising in the ninth and tenth interviews 
meaning that data saturation had still not fully occurred. Thus, additional 
distributors interviews were conducted in the Hpa-An and Mawlamyine areas. The 
eleventh interview offered little additional information, and by the twelfth it was 
felt that data saturation had occurred. In total, 12 interviews were conducted in this 
study of the distributor participant segment.     
Figure 3.3: Location and number of distributors interviewed
          
Source: Google Maps (2016) with adaptation. 
The average age of the distributors interviewed was 45 years, and half of them were 
women, even though gender equality was not purposeful in the sampling. On 
average, these participants had operated as handicraft distributors for 20 years, and 
nine of them had fathers that had been or were involved in similar merchant/retail 
businesses, including five where the father had been the previous owner of their 
handicraft distribution business. 
126 
 
Table 3.5: Demographic profile of distributor participants  
 
3.5.2.3 Demographic profile of Myanmar handicraft institutional managers  
Data were purposely collected from the artisan and distributor segments prior to 
collecting data from institution managers. This allowed the researcher to gain 
knowledge on the primary Myanmar handicraft issues as perceived and experienced 
by artisan producers and distributors, to be well-informed prior to meeting with 
senior-level institution managers. Without such knowledge of the primary issues, 
the managers in this segment may have pursued their own agendas during the 
interviews. Even though the semi-structured interview guide for institutional 
managers (see Appendix 5) was used in these interviews, it was the artisans’ and 
distributors’ feedback that the researcher remained focused on. This is because the 
main purpose of including institutional managers in this study was to obtain further 
Participant 
no. 
Date of 
interview 
Products      
retail/ 
wholesale 
Years 
worked 
Current 
location 
Sex Age 
Father’s 
occupation 
2 10/07/15 Brassware 30 
Yangon (5 
shops) 
M 56 
Retailer 
iron/hardware 
4 13/07/15 Ceramics 40 Twante M 53 
Teacher, ceramic 
workshop/ 
wholesaler 
5 16/07/15 
Woodcarved 
craft/furniture 
20+ 
Yangon (2 
shops) 
W 64 
Merchant (not 
handicrafts) 
7 24/07/15 Lacquerware 24 
Bagan/ 
Yangon 
M 63 Farmer 
13 09/09/15 
Mixed 
handicrafts 
35 Mandalay M 58 
Designer & former 
owner of retail 
shop 
16 30/09/15 
Hand-loomed 
textiles 
20 
Nyaung 
Shwe-Inle 
F 37 
Farmer / owner of 
retail shop 
19 01/10/15 Bamboo 1 
Nam Ban, 
Inle 
F 33 Tailor 
20 02/10/15 Silver jewellery 28 
HeyaYwa
Na, Inle 
M 41 
Deceased owner of 
workshop/retail 
shop 
21 02/10/15 
Hand-loomed 
textiles  
25 
TharLay, 
Inle 
F 38 
Retired owner & 
also grocery store 
owner 
25 08/10/15 
Mixed 
handicrafts 
1 
Mawlamy
-ine 
F 25 Wood miller 
27 09/10/15 
Karen hand-
loomed textiles  
20 Hpa-An M 44 
Merchant owner of 
retail shop 
32 15/05/16 
Mixed 
handicrafts 
2 Yangon F 27  Retired Teacher 
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insight into the structures and processes directly affecting artisans and the 
Myanmar handicraft VC.  
Twelve institutional managers involved in the Myanmar handicrafts sector were 
interviewed between January and October 2016: nine in Yangon, two in Naypyitaw, 
and one in Bangkok (Thailand). These institutional participants consisted of senior 
managers from three Myanmar government departments, three UN agencies, and 
one of each from international government aid agencies, NGOs, 
associations/cooperatives, academic/educational institutions, consultancies and 
philanthropic organisations. Of the institutional managers interviewed, seven were 
women and five were men. The institutions where these managers worked are 
listed in Table 3.6, and their demographic profile is shown in Table 3.7. 
Table 3.6: Handicraft institutions from which senior managers were interviewed 
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Table 3.7: Demographics of institutional manager participants 
Participant 
no. 
Date of 
interview 
Institution Acronym Location Manager 
14 29/09/15 Philanthropist - Yangon 
Chief Editor, 
Cultural 
Publication 
28 29/01/16 
Crafts Consultant, 
British Council 
BC Bangkok Crafts Consultant 
29 03/03/16 
Myanmar Arts & Crafts 
Association 
MACA Yangon 
Chairman / 
Secretary 
30 06/04/16 ActionAid (AA) AA / SEDN Yangon Manager, SEDN 
31 10/05/16 
United Nations 
Development 
Programme 
UNDP Yangon 
Snr. Program 
Officer 
33 26/05/16 
United Nations 
Industrial Development 
Organization 
UNIDO Yangon Representative 
34 08/06/16 
National University Arts 
& Culture 
NUAC Yangon 
Head of Sculpture 
Department 
35 15/07/16 
Myanmar Trade and 
Promotion 
Organisation 
MYANTRADE Yangon Dep. Director 
36 03/10/16 
Small Scale Industries 
Department 
SSID NayPyiTaw Director 
37 03/10/16 
Ministry of Religious 
Affairs & Culture 
MORAC NayPyiTaw 
Permanent 
Secretary 
38 07/10/16 
Swiss Agency for 
Development & 
Cooperation 
SDC Yangon 
Snr. Program 
Officer 
39 13/10/16 
United Nations 
Education, Science & 
Culture Organisation 
UNESCO Yangon 
Snr. National 
Officer 
 
In the quota sampling, 10 participants were envisaged for the institutional manager 
segment, but data saturation was not recognised until 12 interviews were 
conducted. On average, these interviews took one 1 hour and 15 minutes to 
complete. 
3.5.3 Transcription of interview audio recordings 
The audio recording of the interviews that were conducted in English were 
transcribed by this researcher. The recordings of the interviews conducted via an 
interpreter/tour guide were transcribed by a translation firm in Yangon into English, 
word-for-word transcripts in English were produced with any interpreter/tour guide 
errors highlighted and corrected (in red). Once the English transcripts were 
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completed, five were randomly selected and given to a second translation firm in 
Yangon (sourced from Myanmar Yellow Pages) to back-translate from English into 
Burmese. A third independent translator was then tasked with reviewing the back-
translations against the audios, with any discrepancies corrected in the English 
version. The independent translator reported that the initial audio-to-English 
transcriptions were of excellent quality, but that the back-translations were not. 
This process verified that the initial transcripts (Burmese audio to English 
transcripts) were of an excellent standard and were used for the data analysis 
conducted in this study. 
3.6 Data Analysis 
This section describes how this study’s collected data were analysed, synthesised 
and interpreted, in order to obtain adequate results (Corbin & Strauss 2007; Yin 
2011). When using a MMPR approach, is it essential that the researcher does not 
confuse the dominant inductive phenomenological method with the supplemental 
deductive method (Mayoh & Onwegbuzie 2013), meaning that each method had to 
be conducted separately in this study.  
3.6.1 Phenomenological ITA method 
Phenomenological analysis is concerned with the systematic reflection and analysis 
of phenomena associated with conscious experiences, such as human judgements, 
perceptions and actions (Mann, Gordon & MacLeod 2007). Bhattacherjee (2012, p. 
109) identified two key goals in phenomenological analysis: 1) to appreciate and 
describe the social reality from various subjective perspectives among the involved 
participants; and 2) to obtain a deep understanding by distilling the symbolic 
meanings beneath their subjective experiences, otherwise known as ‘deep 
structure’. This is largely attempting to conceptualise participants’ social reality, to 
uncover or understand the big picture (Boyatzis 1998; Hancock 1998; Patton 1990, 
2015). 
3.6.1.1 Inductive TA 
ITA helps to identify patterns of meaning across a dataset (Boyatzis 1998; Braun & 
Clarke 2006; Roulston 2001). It is not tied to a pre-existing theoretical framework, 
so can be “used within different theoretical frameworks (although not all), and can 
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be used to do different things within them” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 9). The ITA 
method appealed to the researcher of this study due to its flexibility and the 
freedom it allows to explore the phenomena and linkages across the data corpus.   
In this study, ITA on the three participant segment datasets was undertaken based 
on Braun and Clarke’s (2006, p. 87) inductive six phases of thematic analysis: 1) 
familiarisation with the data; 2) generating initial codes from extracted data; 3) 
searching for themes; 4) reviewing themes; 5) further defining and renaming 
themes; and 6) producing a report on the outcomes. Themes can be created on the 
premise of what “appears interesting to the analyst … approached with a question 
in mind” (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 88), or by coding the entire content of the dataset 
(Lofland et al. 2006; Richards & Morse 2013). 
In ITA literature there were conflicting arguments regarding the use of a manual 
method or computer-assisted qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS) (Blimas & Dainty 
2003; Fielding & Lee 1991; Rodik & Primorac 2015; Silver & Lewins 2014; Taylor, 
Lewins & Gibbs 2005; Weng 2012). These arguments primarily stem from Glaser 
and Strauss’s (1967, p. 43) Grounded Theory which specifies that the “use of 
software limits the theoretical sensitivity of the researcher”. This researcher 
therefore decided to test the inductive thematic processes via both methods 
(manual and CAQDAS) on the artisan segment, to determine which inductive 
method to apply to the data collected from the other two segments.   
The artisan dataset was first manually analysed using ITA and Excel spread sheets. 
The results of each manually-derived theme were tabled as similarities or 
differences, and then summarised in a report. This was followed by ITA via NVivo 
software, which commenced with each transcript in the artisan segment being 
uploaded and re-analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase process. Once 
complete, tables of each of the themes were again broken down into similarities 
and differences, and a summary of these combined in a report. A comparison of 
these two inductive thematic methods highlighted similar primary themes in the 
reporting. While the manual inductive method offered greater familiarity with the 
data that allowed for a more detailed interpretation of the results, the use of NVivo 
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proved to be faster while still obtaining similar results. Thus, the distributor and 
institutional manager datasets were inductively analysed via NVivo.   
3.6.1.2 Detailed process of ITA 
The phenomenological ITA commenced immediately after each interview was 
conducted, leading to a brief written summary of the interview that highlighted the 
researcher’s main perceptions. Once all the interviews were completed for each 
research segment, and the issues deemed to be saturated, the audio recordings 
were transcribed (as discussed in Section 3.5.3), to enable the more rigorous ITA to 
commence.  
Using Boyatzis (1998) and Braun and Clarke’s (2006) data-driven inductive grounded 
approach, the manual ITA was conducted on the artisan segment dataset. Re-
familiarisation with the interviews was achieved by reading each transcript, then 
carefully re-reading it and immediately writing a brief one-paragraph summary (Rice 
& Ezzy 1999). This was then compared to the summary that was written on the 
same day each interview was undertaken.  
As discussed in the previous sub-section, Excel spread sheets were used with the 
artisan dataset, and all other analysis was then conducted via NVivo; although the 
six-stage process remained the same. Transcript by transcript, line by line was 
reviewed, and if determined to be of relevance to the study, it was coded via a 
singular word or up to a string of three words to summarise that particular data 
(Saldana 2008). In addition, a ‘not-used’ code was established for data that initially 
seemed unimportant to the study; then once a dataset was completed, this not-
used data were re-reviewed to determine whether it was of use or could be 
discarded.  
The initial coding of each transcript resulted in between 150 and 250 codes per 
transcript. Patterns started to emerge, and those data with similar codes were 
grouped together and the codes refined to between 80 and 120 per transcript. 
These broadly-grouped codes were then further refined and regrouped into themes 
in accordance with the research questions: 1) micro level livelihoods; 2) meso level 
VC and marketing; and 3) macro level structures and process categories. This 
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process was repeated per transcript until each segment’s dataset was completed; 
primary themes were then further refined to produce core themes.  
This refining process from broad, primary to core themes proved to be a 
painstaking, arduous and time-consuming process that required constant review, 
reflection and ‘toggling’ between data, codes and themes throughout the entire 
dataset. However, this process was greatly assisted by creating similarities and 
differences data tables for each primary theme that allowed for each primary 
theme to be summarised and with the assistance of thematic mapping allowed for 
the core themes to be determined.  
Thematic maps were produced at various stages during the analysis, and consistent 
refinement led to the gradual narrowing down of these maps into specific and 
relevant themes. Appendix 7 and Appendix 8 offers examples of this process.  
3.6.1.3 Research issues when using ITA 
Difficulty arose in this ITA process when attempting to remain non-biased during 
the highly subjective phases of developing and collating codes and producing 
themes. This process often requires comparative judgement that is dependent on 
the researcher’s knowledge, experience and perspectives (Carson et al. 2001; Gray 
2014). Furthermore, the need to reduce the number of codes and themes is reliant 
on the researcher’s latent judgement of the ‘intensity of importance’ to the 
research questions raised (Braun & Clarke 2006). In this study, constant reflection of 
the data was therefore required to determine the level of importance of the codes 
allocated to each of the themes. As a result, those regarded as high-importance 
themes were included in the inductive thematic findings report.  
It should be noted that it was evident to the researcher that if someone else used 
the same datasets, they could potentially produce different codes, themes and final 
results. Furthermore, the semi-structured questioning guides that were applied in 
the data collection was drawn from theories identified in the literature review, 
which may have biased the data collection and ITA, as many of the themes 
appeared to match the theory categories used to develop these guides.   
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It therefore appeared that the ITA method applied in this study was full of 
subjective biases that lacked objective intelligence (Gadamer 2004; Husserl 1963) 
even though the researcher felt that the method was of value, contained research 
rigour and was a true representation of the phenomenon being investigated 
because it was grounded in the data (Bhattacherjee 2012). However, the outcome 
of the ITA process across all three datasets led to the various theories discussed in 
the literature review being combined in a multi-theory framework, as shown in 
Figure 3.4 above. This framework was subsequently used in the DTA prior template 
approach discussed next. 
3.6.2 Phenomenological DTA method  
The DTA approach using a priori template method to code and categorise 
qualitative data is well-founded in qualitative literature (e.g. Blackstone 2012; 
Brooks et al. 2015; Crabtree & Miller 1999; King 2012; Sinkovics, Penz & Ghauri 
2008).  The multi-theory framework developed through the ITA approach discussed 
previously, was reconstructed into a composite conceptual DTA framework (see 
Figure 3.5). This allowed it to be used as a priori template and tested via a DTA 
approach, involving the same three datasets collected in the qualitative 
phenomenological interview method (Brooks et al. 2015; Crabtree & Miller 1999; 
Sinkovics, Penz & Ghauri 2008). Such a mixed-methods approach has been known 
to add objective intelligibility, validity and reliability to qualitative research (Fereday 
& Muir-Cochraine 2006; Gadamer 2004; Greene, Caracelli & Graham 1989). That is, 
including the deductive approach could “complement the research questions by 
allowing the tenets of social phenomenology to be integral to the process of DTA 
while allowing for themes to emerge direct from the data” (Fereday & Muir-
Cochrane 2006, p. 4). 
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The DTA requirements listed in MMPR Table 3.1 in Section 3.3 confirm the type of 
data that was needed to address this study’s research questions via the 
supplementary DTA. This sub-section now examines how the data, once collected, 
were analytically broken down into specific theoretical categories related to this 
study’s research objectives; creating a systematic, transparent and rigorous 
approach that credibly assists in explaining the phenomena of artisan livelihoods 
during socioeconomic transition.  
In the ITA, no pre-set data constructs were used, in an attempt to let the data 
establish its own categories and themes; thereby making the analysis grounded in 
the data. In contrast, the DTA established theoretical categories drawn from various 
theories that included: 1) the DFID (1999) SLA, and Ellis’s (1999) livelihood 
framework for analysis; 2) Porter’s (1985) and Hines’ (1994) VC analysis model; 3) 
Springfield Centre (2014) and United States Agency for International Development – 
USAID’s inclusive MSD analytical method (Campbell 2014); 4) McCarthy’s (1960) 
marketing mix analysis;  5) Layton’s (2009) Marketing System Theory; and 6) 
Humphrey’s (2005) SWOT analysis. This allowed the composite conceptual DTA 
framework to be used in this study as a prior template in DTA approach as shown in 
Figure 3.5.  
3.6.2.2 Detailed process of DTA 
NVivo software was used on the three (artisan, distributor and institutional 
manager) datasets, based on its reputation as being highly reliable in assisting 
researchers with managing, organising, interpreting and analysing written (non-
numerical) qualitative data, and its use in a multitude of deductive studies with 
positive results (e.g. Leech & Onwuegbuzie 2011; Richards 1999; Welsh 2002). This 
study’s transcripts ranging from 4,000 to 20,000 words were imported into NVivo. 
The DTA approach involving a priori template differs to the ITA in that the NVIVO 
software was first coded with names to match the various theories and each of 
their components/categories (as found in the conceptual DTA framework, Figure 
3.5).  Sentence by sentence, the data extracts from each of the transcripts were 
then matched to each of the hierarchical nodes (Blackstone 2012). This process 
developed the themes that were then consistently refined by reviewing the 
conceptual DTA framework; therefore, its underpinning theoretical presumptions 
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were being tested by the data (Silver & Lewins 2014; Sinkovics, Penz & Ghauri 
2008). This contrasted with the ITA approach that started with the data and codes 
produced that best define what the data refers to.  
In comparison with the manual ITA conducted earlier, the DTA added objectivity 
and validation to the study’s data. This meant that there was now a stronger 
likelihood of another researcher matching the dataset extracts to the same 
theoretical data constructs to obtain similar results. Coupled with triangulation 
(discussed in Sub-section 3.6.3 next), the DTA method also offers greater reliability 
and validity, while it minimises biases (Greene, Caracelli & Graham 1989; Sinkovics, 
Penz & Ghauri 2008) compared with ITA. By conducting both ITA and 
supplementary DTA in this study, this MMPR approach has provided well-defined 
descriptions and interpretations of artisan livelihoods and marketing systems in the 
context of a transitioning developing country (Myanmar).          
3.6.3 Data triangulation in DTA 
This study has used both within-method and between-method triangulation (Denzin 
1978). The former involves the cross-checking of information sources to gain 
internal consistency or reliability within the DTA method; and the latter tests the 
degree of external validity between various research methods (Jick 1979, p. 603).  
As discussed in Section 1.6 and in Sub-sections 3.2.4 and 3.2.5, the three qualitative 
methods applied in this research include data collected from literature, 
observations and three segments of phenomenological semi-structured interviews. 
If three sources of relevant data could not be found ‘within’ each qualitative 
method, then a ‘between’ strategy was adopted. Where there were no three 
sources of data within or between qualitative methods, the information was not 
included in Chapter 4 that discusses the final results. 
As a phenomenological study, when a participant discussed an issue that did not fit 
with other perceptions within the same segment, this was explored further in other 
interviews until the researcher felt confident it was an exception rather than a 
norm. For example, one artisan participant claimed they “could not trust or rely on 
anyone” (Participant 6). This statement was explored in other interviews, until it 
was surmised that no other artisan felt the same way. During analysis, some other 
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statements from the same participant (Participant 6) such as “I have vowed never 
[to] get married” were probed, which resulted in comments like “I don’t want to 
discuss it”. This suggests that this particular participant has had a bad personal 
experience that has left them feeling somewhat bitter and angry. Further 
exploration did not reveal this as being a norm among artisans based on the 
between and within triangulation methods; thus, these comments were not viewed 
as a normal occurrence among artisans. However, further research would be 
required to make this definitive. 
3.6.4 Research quality      
Within the literature, Dixon-Woods et al. (2004) argued in favour of several 
qualitative methodological procedures to determine quality, while Lincoln, Lynham 
and Guba (2011) preferred to judge quality based on the rigour in the interpretation 
of the results, and Meyrick (2006) proposed dual criteria of transparency and 
systematicity to define quality. Furthermore, Kitto, Chesters and Grbich (2008) 
contended that quality is best-derived via a mixture of these methods, and 
presented the following six criteria for assessing this within qualitative research: 1) 
clarification and justification; 2) procedural rigour; 3) sample representativeness; 4) 
interpretative rigour; 5) reflexive and evaluative rigour; and 6) 
transferability/generalisability. Such rigour has been described as showing integrity 
and competence throughout a study (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 2006). For example, 
to show credibility or trustworthiness this study left a trail of evidence throughout 
the ITA and DTA approaches (Koch 1994; Stewart, Gapp & Harwood 2017).  
The extensive trail of evidence of the thematic mapping, similarities and differences 
tables for each theme and individual reports for manual and NVivo methods have 
been reviewed by supervisors and co-supervisors, however these are too large to 
include in appendices. To offer examples of the trail evidence Appendix 7 shows 
some of the artisan thematic mapping produced from this study, whilst Appendix 8 
offers an example of the primary theme sets that was drawn out from the thematic 
maps shown in Chapter 4, Figures 4.18 through to Figure 4.24.  
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3.7 Limitations of the Study 
3.7.1 Theoretical limitations 
As discussed in Section 3.2, the research assumptions made via ontological, 
epistemological and axiological paradigms may have limited this research in terms 
of reliability. However, by introducing DTA and other researcher actions described 
in Section 3.2 such negative influences on reliability were either minimised or 
eliminated. Furthermore, social, cultural and linguistic issues were avoided through 
careful inclusion of local nationals in the conduct of the study and in the 
interpretation of the results. The exploratory nature of phenomenology research, as 
the name suggests, explores the research questions however it does not offer 
conclusive solutions to existing problems (Ponelis 2015). In the context of this study, 
the intention was to obtain depth of insights that help uncover primary issues 
affecting artisan livelihoods and their associated handicraft VCs. In the process, a 
theoretical framework was developed that has the potential of being used in other 
studies and by using both ITA and DTA this method produced data-rich results.  
3.7.2 Trustworthiness of qualitative research  
Reliability and validity are often viewed differently in metric quantitative research 
compared with qualitative research (Hsiung 2010; Leung 2015). The quality of 
qualitative enquiry is often judged by its level of trustworthiness; meaning the 
research needs to be credible, transferable, confirmable and dependable (Morrow 
2005). In addition, as all human societies are in a constant state of change (Fagan & 
Durrani 2017; Linton 1936), this study can only be viewed as a snapshot in time. 
Furthermore, although the geographical research sites used here are representative 
of the whole country and the handicraft industry, they do not make this study an 
accurate representation of the total population. However, it does offer an in-depth 
interpretation of data obtained from small sample groups with detailed knowledge 
and experience on artisan livelihoods and handicraft VCs in Myanmar.  
The reliability in the ITA process stems from the evidence presented, which was 
conducted in a systemic method applying stringent theoretical, ethical and value 
considerations that were constantly reflected on throughout the study. Reliability 
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was further improved via the use of the DTA method which can be validated and 
replicated. 
Research credibility is generally achieved when there is external confidence in the 
qualitative researcher’s ability to present the realities of the study’s findings, 
including their determination of whether the data is accurate (Berry 1989; Crowther 
& Lancaster 2005; Inglehart, Basanez & Moreno 1998; Kitto, Chesters & Grbich 
2008; Koch 1994; Meyrick 2006; Morrow 2005; Stewart, Gapp & Harwood 2017). As 
previously discussed in Section 3.6.3, within- and between-method triangulation 
was used which strengthens the credibility of the results. Transferability is the 
researcher’s ability to demonstrate that study findings are applicable to other 
contexts (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 2006; Kitto, Chesters & Grbich 2008). The 
concluding chapter discusses the transferability of the conceptual framework 
developed in this study and showcases the researcher’s ability to demonstrate that 
study findings may well be applicable to other contexts.  
Confirmability is the degree of researcher neutrality shown within a study’s findings 
(Shenton 2004). Thus, potential researcher biases have been declared throughout 
this chapter (e.g. Sub-sections 3.2.2.4, 3.4.2, 3.6.1.3), in relation to the overall 
findings that are based on both participant responses and researcher observations. 
The data collection method described in Section 3.5, and the data analysis discussed 
in Section 3.6 cover the systematic procedures undertaken in this study to collect 
and analyse data, that left a clear research audit trail (see examples offered in 
Appendix 7 and Appendix 8) that confirms the rationale for the decisions made and 
adds further credibility to this study.  
Lastly, dependability is the extent that the study could be repeated by other 
researchers, with relatively consistent findings (Leung 2015). This researcher is 
confident about the replicability of the DTA method in particular, based on the 
‘saturation point’ experienced in the phenomenological interviews across the three 
participant segments. If replicated, it is assumed that similar results and conclusions 
would be drawn by other researchers. Dependability also stems from the 
researcher’s supervisors, who within this study ensured that the data collection and 
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that rigorous analysis enabled findings that remained consistent with the data and 
could be reproduced (as explained in Corden & Sainsbury 2006; Northcote 2012). 
3.8 Resources Required for this Study 
3.8.1 Funding  
Funding was required to cover expenses involved in conducting data collection, 
translations and translation-verification, as well as report writing. Funding was 
needed to cover travel and accommodation costs as well as interpreter fees at each 
of the research sites during the data collection phase (as further discussed in 
Section 3.4.2). To cover these research expenses, a Deakin University Research 
Grant of AU$5,000 was obtained from the Deakin School of Business.  
3.9 Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed the research methods applied in this study, to specifically 
address the research problem of artisans’ livelihoods, handicraft VCs and marketing 
systems in a developing country during times of socioeconomic transition. To 
achieve this, the research design was outlined and descriptions of the 
characteristics of qualitative inquiry were presented. The data requirements were 
also explained and tabulated, and the research procedures highlighted; with specific 
attention given to the sampling methods undertaken for each of the participant 
segments and the respective semi-structured interview guides. The data collection 
processes were also covered, and the data analysis and synthesis procedures 
elucidated. Lastly, the limitations of the study were presented, along with the 
resources and subsequent funding that were required for this study. The next 
chapter presents the final research results from all of these undertakings.   
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Chapter 4: Results  
4.1 Introduction  
The previous chapter explained the qualitative exploratory and interpretative 
MMPR design adopted in this study, which incorporated ITA and DTA methods. The 
key research design principles guiding this study were discussed, data requirements 
including data collection methods clarified, and the use of ITA and DTA rationalised. 
This chapter now presents the findings from this study’s data analyses, addressing 
the established primary research question:  
What are the dimensions and characteristics of the artisanal livelihood in a 
developing country in socioeconomic transition?  
To help fill this research gap, key themes and findings have been directly aligned 
with each of the specific research questions, as presented in Chapter 2, Section 
2.10. Exploration of how artisans sustain their livelihoods in Myanmar among the 
artisan, distributor and institutional manager research segments uncovered the 
main marketing systems including marketing methods employed and the changes 
artisans are experiencing due to various socioeconomic transitions. The SLAs used in 
this study (i.e. SLA and RLS) also captured data related to the micro/meso 
socioeconomic environment faced by artisans, enabling an understanding of 
socioeconomic transitions that are impacting their livelihoods. The market-based 
methods of VC analysis, marketing mix analysis, MSD, and marketing systems 
theory were also applied here to thematically obtain and analyse data from the 
broader perspective of the macroeconomic handicraft business. Both SL and 
market-based approaches were deemed necessary to gain an in-depth 
understanding of how artisans sustain a living during periods of transition.  
Section 4.2 next discusses how Myanmar artisans sustain their livelihoods, while 
Section 4.3 then reviews the socioeconomic changes affecting artisan livelihoods, 
followed by Section 4.4 that reveals the key factors causing uncertainty and felt 
vulnerability among artisans. Section 4.5 next discusses how handicraft VCs are 
transforming in response to socioeconomic transitions, and Section 4.6 illustrates 
how institutional involvement and processes are impacting artisan livelihoods in 
Myanmar. When describing such patterns synthesised from the data, the researcher 
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sought to faithfully maintain the accuracy of the rich, qualitative data on which 
these abstractions are based.  
4.2 How Do Myanmar Artisans Sustain Their Livelihoods? 
Most Myanmar artisans sustain their livelihood by producing aesthetic and 
functional handicrafts made from locally-sourced natural materials, using basic 
handheld tools with skills and knowledge passed down from one generation to the 
next. These handicrafts are often ordered by distributors (mostly retailers) via 
verbal agreement, covering details such as product design and size, motifs, colours, 
quantity, quality level, completion date and price per piece, as defined by the 
distributor. Some distributors provide a cash deposit to cover material costs, while 
others supply the basic materials; although most pay the full amount on order 
completion, which typically takes between three and six months. The ordered 
handicrafts are not to be marked, signed or branded in any way by the artisan, 
although the distributor may request their name or brand on the product. There are 
some artisans that produce handicrafts in small batches without such an order, they 
then endeavour to sell them direct to tourists (from their homes or at small local 
stalls), retailers or agents on consignment, to on-sell.  
Some handicraft products cannot be completed by one artisan or artisanal 
household, instead requiring the involvement of many. For example, in the 
lacquerware industry one artisanal family makes the bamboo base, another 
conducts the black or red lacquer work, a designer completes the etched motif 
design, and another artisan or artisan household then does the etching, colouring 
and final dry-rubbing. Lacquerware production is therefore a communal activity.  
In contrast, woodcarvers can complete single statuettes or one-off pieces on their 
own. Although several woodcarvers may be required if a larger order is made, as 
well as another subcontracted ‘painting artisan’ when pieces need to be painted. 
Regardless of the type of handicraft produced, most artisans in Myanmar mutually 
support each other in what resembles small networks of independent or household 
artisans. Thus, many artisans are co-dependent on each other for their livelihoods. 
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The following sections cover artisans’ perceptions of their personal lives and the 
issues they often face when sustaining a livelihood from their handicraft 
production.     
4.2.1 Myanmar artisans’ methods of handicraft production 
Each handicraft industry has different methods of production. The following sub-
sections offer photographic examples that illustrate the different modes of 
production in the lacquerware, woodcarving and silversmith industries. 
4.2.1.1 Lacquerware industry production process 
In the lacquerware industry, most artisans specialise in one of four aspects of 
production: 1) white-base making (as depicted in Figure’s 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3); 2) black 
or red lacquer application (shown in Figure’s 4.4a, 4.4b, 4.5a, 4.5b, 4.6 and 4.7); 3) 
design etching (as visualised in Figure 4.8) ; and 4) colour etching (portray by 
Figure’s 4.9, 4.10 and 4.11). 
Figure 4.1: White-base making with bamboo and horse hair 
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Figure 4.2: White-base making with coiled bamboo 
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Figure 4.3: White-base making with wood 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.4a: Authentic thayo application – black lacquer mixed with cow-bone ash 
and filtered through cotton for higher quality (1 of 2) 
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Figure 4.4b: Authentic thayo application (2 of 2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.5a: Thayo made from glue, cow-dung and dirt (1 of 2) 
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Figure 4.5b: Thayo made from glue, cow-dung and dirt (2 of 2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.6: Applying black and red lacquer  
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Figure 4.7: Repairing a bubble formed in the black lacquer application process 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.8: Designer etching a traditional scene 
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Figure 4.9: Colour etching of lacquerware  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.10: Etching out of sections for next colour to be applied  
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Figure 4.11: Finished lacquerware products 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.2.1.2 Woodcarving industry production process 
In the woodcarving industry, the sculpture and furniture carving process are shown 
in Figure’s 4.12, 4.13 and 4.14.  
Figure 4.12: Roughly-chiselled wooden sculpture 
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Figure 4.13: Finished wooden sculptures 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.14: Carpenter and woodcarver producing carved wooden bed  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
153 
 
4.2.1.3 Silversmithing industry production process 
As illustrated in Figure’s 4.15, 4.16a and 4.16b the silversmith industry production 
process requires knowledge, skill and basic tooling.  
Figure 4.15: Alchemy to separate silver from the ore 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.16a: Silver jewellery production (1 of 2)   
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Figure 4.16b: Silver jewellery production (2 of 2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.2.2 Artisan perceptions of household current situation  
4.2.2.1 Artisans aspirations 
Every artisan interviewed either owned and ran a micro/small workshop or dreamt 
of doing so. It is viewed as essential to have one’s own work premises to be 
considered as a master of handicraft; yet financial capital is frequently a difficult 
hurdle for starting one. If the house, building or land is not inherited, then one 
needs to be able to afford to purchase or rent such premises. Participants also 
stressed the importance of having a solid understanding of the handicraft industry 
prior to becoming a master of one’s own workshop, as illustrated by a woodcarving 
workshop owner:  
“Factors can be easily solved or procedures organised. Even if we don’t have 
our own capital for investment or government policies restrict us, we can 
break through them all. What is essential is an understanding and 
knowledge about the nature of this industry. If one has no such knowledge, 
he can’t start the business even if he has money or understands government 
policies.” (Participant 1)  
Another aspiring artisan wanting to establish a handloom textile workshop stated 
that there are: 
“A lot of difficulties … especially in location, technology, skills required, 
investment, raw materials and management.” (Participant 26)  
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Most artisans that already had workshops had begun as small household operations 
that grew organically; as more orders were received, more artisans were employed. 
Some workshops had existed for several generations, while others had been around 
for over 100 years. These findings have confirmed Baudrillard’s (2011) perspective 
that artisans prefer to be self-employed, as well as Hobsbawn’s (1984) that artisans 
want to become ‘masters’ of their own workshop. 
4.2.2.2 Artisans’ future plans 
Most of the interviewed artisans that owned workshops had expansion plans. 
Although two older artisans (69 and 64 years) lacked the energy and ambition to 
expand, believing it was up to their children to do this. Furthermore, one pottery 
artisan and workshop owner foresaw a lack of skilled potters leading to the demise 
of her business (Participant 24).  
Some artisans aim to be 'better artisans' in the future, to create better items of 
beauty as well as functionality. This aligns with Zulaikha and Brereton’s (2011) 
definition of the ‘artist-craftsperson’, that they create items of aesthetic and 
functional value.  
Within a 10-year timeframe, most of the artisans believed they would have a better 
future due to less armed conflict, Myanmar opening up to the outside world, 
increased tourist numbers, democratisation and better education for their children. 
Despite two of them believing their lives would remain the same, most artisans had 
a positive view of their future, believing their lives would be improved: 
“I have [an] idea to run a big shop at the place where my house is located.” 
(Participant 15)  
“Things will be changed and I will be better, my future will be better.” 
(Participant 17)  
“I think I will be managing my own business in 10 years’ time.” (Participant 
26) 
4.2.2.3 Artisans’ happiness scale  
Six of the interviewed artisans explained they were neither happy nor sad, which 
was 4 on the seven-point happiness scale that was presented to them (as discussed 
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in Chapter 3, Section 3.5.1). Some of the artisans’ emotions were dependent on 
their daily circumstances; some days they were happier than others. Nine out of 
them conveyed happiness about being artisans in Myanmar – three happy (5), two 
very happy (6) and four extremely happy (7), while none indicated sadness (1-3). 
Two artisans expressed some disappointment with their chosen handicraft trade 
and livelihood, but they were not sad about it; most appeared genuinely positive 
about their work and status, and were comfortable with their chosen livelihoods. 
4.2.2.4 What would improve artisans’ happiness? 
Most artisans were happy and content with their lives and livelihoods. To increase 
this, some indicated a need for more artisans in their profession, greater ease of 
access to quality raw materials, as well as increased incomes:  
“Produce more and to find workers more easily.” (Participant 24)  
“We need expertise, more human resources, and we want more orders to 
be raised. We have some barriers due to scarcity of labour and increased 
prices of raw materials.” (Participant 10)  
“To be able to sell my crafts for the whole year and not just during peak 
season, that would make me happier!” (Participant 8) 
4.2.2.5 Does being an artisan give life meaning?  
Six artisans indicated their work as an artisan gave their life meaning, from a 
religious and/or social perspective. Others explained that while their work does not 
necessarily make their lives more meaningful, doing their craft makes them happy: 
“The stuff we are making is related to religious occasions and religious 
matters. Nowadays, many countries around the world come to know this 
type of handicraft and I am very proud to be a part of it.” (Participant 12) 
“Yeah, social meaning. For other personal meaning I have Buddhism. But 
social meaning, and also I feel that I am doing good. This is something I feel I 
will be doing until the day I die. I’m not going to retire, just [keep] doing until 
the end.” (Participant 9) 
“Not meaningful or something like that, it just makes me happy.” 
(Participant 8) 
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4.2.2.6 Best things about being an artisan in Myanmar 
Common responses about the best things about their craftwork as an artisan in 
Myanmar included the following:  
1) Working in the shade as opposed to agriculture work often performed in 
the sun. Jongeward (2000) contended that artisanal work is often considered 
a ‘step-up’ from agricultural work, which comments like the following in this 
study have further confirmed: “I chose weaving because if I work on the 
farm I have to work under the sun,  here it’s just shade” (Participant 17).  
2) Flexibility to move around freely from workshop to workshop. This 
independence that was highly regarded among the artisan participants 
supports the opinions of Hobsbawm (1984) and Baudrillard (2011) as 
discussed in Chapter 2, Sub-section 2.8.6. An example includes: “Getting 
artisan workers to come and work for us is difficult. Have to pay higher 
salary and give them food if not they will go to other workshops to work.” 
(Participant 16).  
3) Relaxed while working, with no pressure to complete work. This was a 
common response among some of the artisans, as further described here: “I 
like doing this work while listening to music. No need to hurry. I like taking it 
slow. It makes me feel good. I'm in the shade and not under the sun.” 
(Participant 6)   
4)  A part of their religious activity, as explained by Participant 11: “I am very 
happy making and doing this business because it is work related with 
religion.”  
5) Just simple pleasure and pride in doing what they loved. For example: 
“Woodcarving is an art. Because I know how to make woodcarvings, even if 
it didn’t make me very rich, I can live comfortably. I make a better living than 
some salary men, and I can make money as much as the effort that I put in. 
So, I am happy being a woodcarver. I am happy because I can live on this 
art.” (Participant 10). Another artisan explained: “Finishing a complicated 
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and challenging piece of creative work, and then just looking at it, I feel 
proud.” (Participant 1)   
Lastly, one artisan noted that when he had become rich from his craft, that would 
be the best thing about his occupation.  
4.2.2.7 Worst things about being an artisan in Myanmar 
Many artisans complained that there is no retirement package available and that 
the elderly have to work for as long as they can in Myanmar. If artisans have an 
injury or become sick for more than a month, they find it difficult to survive due to 
limited savings and no healthcare plan. Artisans also explained that their work can 
be dirty, dusty and hot, with some feeling overworked for very little money. Others 
disliked having to accept orders for work that they do not like doing, while some felt 
uncomfortable calling up customers to apologise for delivery delays due to 
themselves or other contracted artisans being sick or having personal issues.  
Unavailability or delays in obtaining raw material also proved frustrating for some 
artisans. One of the artisans even complained about customers wanting things 
quickly, which often reduced the quality of the product. Cuts and blisters on the 
hands were discussed several times. Only one other artisan said there were no bad 
things about being an artisan in Myanmar.  
Below are some of the corresponding comments in relation to the worst things 
about being an artisan in Myanmar:  
“No retirement salary. You will see some very old women working here.” 
(Participant 17) 
“Sometimes we are ready to bake pots, but the firewood is not yet supplied 
and is delayed. So we can’t get things done in a timely manner.” (Participant 
3) 
“When delay for appointed date of the orders from the customer. Then I 
have to talk to the customer and apologise to them for the delay.” 
(Participant 10) 
“The clients who come in the workshop in the morning, order something, 
and want to get it in the evening. They are irritating.” (Participant 15)  
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4.2.2.8 Regrets about becoming an artisan 
Seven artisans said they would not change anything about their lives as artisans, 
while three said they would switch to better paying jobs if they could go back in 
time. Another artisan explained their unfulfilled desire to go to university and study 
literature. The following comments provide further detail on such regrets: 
 “If I could find other work which I can earn more money, I would change my 
job.” (Participant 18)  
“If I had a chance to change, I would get a degree in literature. Like many 
other people, I didn’t have the monetary background to finish school.” 
(Participant 6) 
4.2.2.9 Savings and support mechanisms for artisans 
Most of the interviewed artisans had enough in savings to survive an unforeseen 
setback for about a month. At a time of crisis, almost all participants believed their 
relatives would assist them, and some also mentioned friends, neighbours and 
social/religious associations. Only one participant complained that they could not 
rely on anyone.  
These results and the following comments reflect more of a cooperative than 
individualistic artisanal society:   
 “We have some relatives and some associations to get financial support 
from.” (Participant 1) 
“I can borrow money from friends.” (Participant 15) 
“I have many children to rely on.” (Participant 18) 
4.2.2.10 Family involvement in handicraft production 
Eleven of the artisans confirmed that their immediate and/or extended family were 
directly involved in their handicraft industry, with all of them verifying they had 
learnt their trade from parents and/or relatives. Some also pointed out that they 
inherited their business from their parents. Of those without current family 
involvement, one was educated overseas, another was a spinster, one vowed to 
remain single, and the other was the unmarried son of a farmer who subsequently 
inherited the family property in Nyaung Shwe (beside Inle Lake in Shan State) from 
which he started his own silversmith workshop. The silversmith’s father was very 
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proud of him for learning the trade from his uncle, as being a silversmith is a step-
up (socially and financially) from farming (Participant 15). 
Based on these results and the following comments, handicraft production would 
appear to most often be a small-household, family-run business: 
“As you can see, all the family members are here. They all work in the 
pottery workshop and enjoy the profits together.” (Participant 3) 
“I learnt from grandparents and parents. I studied at school, but then my 
parents passed away and I started to do lacquerware.” (Participant 8) 
“It is difficult to say how long it takes to learn to become a bamboo basket 
weaver because I had to learn from my father. This skill has been passed 
along from one generation to another. Now my son has learnt it.” 
(Participant 18)   
4.2.2.11 Passing on craft knowledge to children 
While most artisans were supportive in passing on the tradition of their craft to 
their children, most included the caveat ‘only if my children want to do it’. Only one 
artisan conveyed a strong preference for her child to find a better occupation 
(Participant 23), although many wanted their children to go to university because of 
the financial benefits that would bring to their children as well as them as parents. 
These findings including the following comment support Hobsbawn’s (1984) 
argument that artisans often seek social and financial advancement for their 
children:  
“It depends on the kid. Let’s see. If they can’t make a living with their own 
education, this work would be good for them. If they graduate from a 
university, then this work is not fit for them.” (Participant 15) 
In a religious context, many carvers of Buddha statuettes (marble and wood) would 
not teach their daughters to carve these sacred images; they would only teach them 
how to carve human forms, animals and inanimate objects. As explained by several 
of the participants, women are not permitted to carve the sacred image of Buddha 
due to their uncleanliness during menstruation (participants 1, 10 and 11).  
4.2.2.12 Artisans’ religion 
Myanmar is predominantly a Buddhist country, with 88% of the population 
following this religion (MIP 2016). In the context of this study, outbreaks of Muslim 
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and Buddhist violence in Myanmar were occurring during the fieldwork preparation, 
which led to the decision not to discuss religion in this research unless the artisans 
raised it.  
Six of the artisans described themselves as devout Buddhists, and those producing 
religious items such as Buddha images in wood, marble or bronze, explained their 
craft was indistinguishable from religion. This was illustrated as follows by a 
woodcarver in Yangon:  
“The main thing is, as we are Buddhist, only if we keep Buddha in our heart 
and in our mind, can we carve the glorious Buddha statue. So, it is a way of 
getting merit, according to the religious aspect. Most of the time, we are 
absorbed in our work which is related to our religion. We consider that 
wood carving is also a noble job.” (Participant 1) 
4.2.2.13 Artisan traditions 
All of those interviewed inherited their traditional handicraft skills from their 
immediate or extended family (e.g. parents, aunties, uncles, cousins), which by 
definition classifies them as traditionally authentic artisans. Seven of those 
interviewed had parents who were still in the same handicraft occupation that had 
been passed down to them when they were children. Another five artisans had 
fathers that were farmers, and three had parents that were neither artisans nor 
farmers; these eight had learnt their skills from other relatives. Traditional artisans 
predominantly inherit their skills from family members, as confirmed in the 
following comments:  
“I succeeded this handicraft from my parents. We have been established 
since our great-grandparents age, so it has been over a hundred years.” 
(Participant 24)  
“Traditionally, our parents have passed along this art to us. We simply take 
this career from our parents. There are some people who are enthusiastic in 
learning this art not by traditional inheritance, but such kind of people are 
very rare.” (Participant 8) 
4.2.2.14 Artisans’ level of education  
The artisans all agreed they do not need formal education to perform their 
traditional craft. Although some believed those with a formal education often 
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achieve better livelihoods when doing the same handicraft (participants 6, 10 and 
11).  
All artisans wanted their children to obtain the highest level of education possible, 
with 13 stating they would allow their children to choose their own livelihood. This 
provides further support for Hobsbawn’s (1984) finding that artisanal parents want 
their children to surpass them as artisans.  
Some of the artisans explained their own education was interrupted by the 1988 
democracy protests and the subsequent closing of many schools and universities 
(participants 11, 22 and 24). While most believed a lack of education was not an 
issue, some determined that it could be an advantage when doing business with 
foreigners. Only one artisan fully believed that education is important for an 
artisan’s career, especially in the areas of design and technology (Participant 6). 
4.2.2.15 Role of women in handicrafts 
It appears that family structure and religious beliefs in Myanmar are carried across 
to artisan workplace roles. In Myanmar culture, men are typically seen as household 
providers and ‘fixers’, and women as the maintainers and nurturers of family 
households. While the women generally have a say in household management 
affairs, especially in relation to money, men tend to make the final decision 
(participants 9, 24 and 27). Many artisans (both men and women) claim that certain 
craft tasks require strength that most women do not have; thus, the difference in 
roles and salary is justified (e.g. participants 3, 11 and 37). The gender income 
differentials are further discussed in Sub-section 4.2.3.1.   
Many of the Myanmar handicraft sectors have specifically designated work 
processes for men and women that has been traditionally practised for over a 
millennium; culturally and religiously embedded in Myanmar society (participants 9 
and 37). Certain tasks such as heavy lifting, using physically arduous and dangerous 
tools such as saws, hammers and power tools, and creating sacred religious images 
are considered to be ‘man's work’ (participants 1, 11 and 37); while delicate, 
detailed work and finishing requiring patience and attention to detail is deemed 
‘women’s work’ (participants 1, 11 and 37).  
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Artisan woodcarvers, marble carvers and bronze casters that produce images of 
Buddha in Myanmar are always men. When producing a Buddha statuette, these 
carvers recite stanzas 5 and 8, which are Buddhist prayers relating to: 1) the 
purification of the mind, giving the ability to make a ‘glorious’ image of Buddha; and 
2) offers prosperity of attaining future work in producing such divine images (Crook 
& Osmaston 1994). It is a part of their religion and tradition, and women do not 
typically recite these ‘work passages’.  
Furthermore, Buddhist pagodas and temples in Myanmar are segregated: women in 
the outer area and men and monks in the inner area; and only men can touch the 
figure of Buddha in a temple. Both men and women in Myanmar Buddhist society 
accept this without questioning. As Buddha was a man, it is deemed acceptable for 
a male master carver to recreate the sacred image between his legs. Myanmar 
Buddhists would find it ‘horrific’ to see the image of Buddha being carved between 
the legs of a woman. 
It is also a social norm in Myanmar that woman do not perform physically and 
arduous work in artisanal workshops; such tasks should only be performed by a 
man. If a woman was seen to be performing such work, those who witness it would 
publicly ostracise or ridicule the workshop owners or managers (Participant 11). 
Every Myanmar artisan interviewed (including women) believed this gender 
designation of artisanal tasks is a fair system and that both sexes are treated fairly 
by most masters/owners when performing their tasks in workshops.  
While basket weaving, silversmith jewellery-making and ceramic pottery-making are 
mostly viewed as male handicraft tasks, this is clearly changing based on the 
common involvement of women observed in this study. For example, large ceramic 
pots are still exclusively made by males, although it has become more common to 
see women throwing small pots on the kick wheels. Furthermore, while textile 
hand-looming, tapestry and lacquerware etchings are generally considered 
women’s tasks, males were observed hand-looming textiles in some parts of the 
Mon, Kayin and Shan states. In contrast, doormat weaving using dried coconut 
husks still appears to be an exclusively female-only occupation.  
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Typically, it is a social taboo to train girls in what is socially considered as man's 
work (Participant 1). Furthermore, most of the interviewed artisans want their 
daughters to become well-educated, to choose their own profession and not follow 
in the path of their artisan fathers. However, if they wished to become 
woodcarvers, marble carvers or bronze casters their parents would assist them 
although they would not allow them to reproduce images of Buddha. 
For two years after the artisan interviews, involving on-going reflection and 
observation of gender inequality among Myanmar artisans, it was surmised in this 
study that these accepted gender roles are part of the broader Myanmar society 
and not only restricted to artisan families. The country’s gender perspectives are 
often intertwined with Buddhist religious beliefs. For example, Myanmar Theravada 
Buddhists (88% of total population) believe in reincarnation and that the soul 
passes through many incarnated lives until it reaches a state of ‘nirvana’ (when 
rebirths cease to occur). Here man is considered as a higher order of being than a 
woman, which Buddhist Myanmar women seem to fully accept. It is common to 
hear comments such as, ‘she is a strong-willed woman, in her next life she will be a 
man’ from both genders in Myanmar. For example, while the researcher was based 
in Myanmar, a male artisan colleague of one of the participants laughingly stated 
that the researcher’s trans-gender interpreter was “a woman trapped inside a 
man’s body”, to which the interpreter agreed. Afterwards, in questioning the 
interpreter about this, he stated that in his next life he expects “to be a ‘real’ man”. 
The above findings offer support to the study by the Gender Equity Network (2015, 
p. 17) that there is a failure to notice gender inequality in Myanmar and that there 
is “a tendency to justify gender-based differences with cultural and religious 
arguments and references.”  
4.2.2.16 Artisans and technology 
Twelve of the interviewed artisans use mobile telephones for their handicraft 
business communications, two of which confessed they personally do not use them 
but that their children do to contact clients and suppliers on their behalf 
(participants 3 and 18). In March 2015, “40% of Myanmar’s population owned a 
mobile phone and an additional 41% had plans of getting connected in the near 
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future… women in Myanmar are 29% less likely to own a mobile phone than men” 
(Global System for Mobile Communications Association – GSMA 2015, p. 2). 
Eight of the artisans that used phones owned Android versions, and used social 
media such as Viber and Facebook to communicate with their clients via their 
mobile phones. These Android phone users consistently complained about poor 
internet connections. None of the artisans interviewed used or owned computers. 
This aligns with a research finding that most of Myanmar’s population prefer to use 
internet and online applications via their handheld Android phones rather than via a 
desktop or laptop computer (Chen 2017).   
With regard to the technology used to produce handicrafts, two potters explained 
how they had wanted to upgrade their kilns to modern standards, but that the cost 
of doing so was prohibitive. Although several artisans argued that the rural 
population of Myanmar prefer traditionally made crafts to modern made ones 
(participants 3, 6, 9 and 23), thus believing that modern tools would reduce 
traditional authenticity and the rural population would therefore be less inclined to 
purchase them. Another artisan simply stated:  
“We have no idea on how to improve our technology. Our hands and our 
brain are our technology.” (Participant 6) 
4.2.2.17 Artisan skills and training 
Based on this study’s findings, different handicrafts require different skills, and the 
time required to learn those skills depends on the ability and creativity of the 
apprentice. While door-mat weaving can apparently be learnt in a few days 
(Participant 23), and textile hand-loom and bamboo basket weaving in one week 
and fully mastered within two months (participants 17 and 18). It takes at least one 
year to learn woodcarving, and three years to become proficient at it (participants 1 
and 10). Furthermore, ceramic potters, silversmiths, lacquerists, marble carvers and 
bronze casters all take between three and five years to become talented at their 
crafts (participants 3, 6, 8, 12 and 15).   
There appears to be no formalised apprenticeship schemes, formal registration or 
common standards for handicraft apprentices in any of the Myanmar handicraft 
industries. As such, the amount of time required to complete an apprenticeship 
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varies considerably between artisanal trades and between various workshops 
within trades. Although most artisans were in agreement that the apprenticeship 
timeframes are dependent on the individual apprentice’s passion, capability and 
creativeness; the same factors that will determine their level of livelihood. 
Furthermore, artisans that own workshops (masters) not only have to manage the 
handicraft production process, but also require skills to conduct administrative and 
sales functions.  
4.2.2.18 Conclusion on RLS results  
These findings indicate that most Myanmar artisans want their own workshops 
and/or dream of expanding their business. Furthermore, most Myanmar artisans 
are happy with their chosen professions as artisans. More orders to make more 
money, better access to affordable raw materials and less restrictive delivery times 
for finished products would boost their current levels of happiness. The best things 
about being an artisan are that they do not have to work out in the elements (i.e. 
under the sun) and they take pride in making creative, traditional and religious 
handicrafts. However, most artisans do not enjoy having their work delayed; waiting 
for raw materials, feeling rushed to complete work or when overworked. Most of 
those interviewed were happy with their choice of becoming an artisan, and while 
many wanted their children to have a decent education for better-paid jobs, they 
would still support them if they chose to become artisans.  
Based on their collective environments, just about all artisans felt that even though 
they had limited savings, in times of emergencies they would be looked after by 
family, friends and other members in their local community. Most artisans learn 
their trade through informal apprenticeships with family members over varying 
periods of time. In addition, family members are often involved in their handicraft 
production, with artisan skills often passed down from one generation of family to 
the next. Many artisans expressed the view that education is not an important 
factor in their livelihood, although that it could assist in gaining a better livelihood 
when dealing with foreigners. Most of the artisans interviewed were Buddhists and 
religion often had some impact on their work. Both social norms and religious 
beliefs often impacted on artisan gender roles, such as the type of work conducted 
by men and women.  
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Many artisans used Android mobiles including the use of social media when 
communicating with suppliers and clients. However, modern technology for 
production was generally deemed as either too expensive or detrimental to the 
traditional authenticity of the handicrafts.  
In summary, the RLS assisted this study in obtaining results that specifically relate to 
artisans’ individual, family and collective orientations, including highlighting their 
perceptions relating to family, their aspirations, education and skill base as artisans. 
However, there is some overlap with the SLA (DFID 1999) framework, which is 
further discussed in the following section. 
4.2.3 Artisans SLA Dimensions 
4.2.3.1 Financial assets – artisan incomes 
All the artisans interviewed were full-time professional artisans, with 10 verifying 
that their handicraft was their only source of income. Another three artisans stated 
that they make extra income from farming work during the off-peak season, mostly 
working on family plots of land. 
Artisan incomes varied considerably between handicraft sectors and locations, as 
well as between genders (as detailed in Table 4.1 below). For example, urban 
artisans generally earn more than rural artisans and men more than women, even 
when working in the same sector. When working in workshops not owned by family 
members, most artisans are paid daily; either via a daily fixed rate or per piece of 
handicraft completed.  
Twelve of the artisans claimed they can support their families adequately on their 
income, while two only made just enough to survive, and another stated that they 
could not support their family. For the first time in Myanmar’s history, on 28 August 
2015 the Myanmar Government legislated a minimum wage of 3,600 Myanmar Kyat 
(MMK) (US$2.80) per day. However, this was only applied to businesses with more 
than nine workers (National Committee for Minimum Wage 2015), and most 
handicraft artisans work in micro household enterprises with less than this. 
Therefore, investigating whether Myanmar’s artisans earn less or more than the 
minimum wage was determined to be a major benefit of this study. 
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Table 4.1: Summary of interviewed artisan incomes  
Handicraft type Gender Location 
Income/day   
(MMK) 
Income/day 
(US$) 
Woodcarvers Male 
Rural                           
Urban 
8,000       
20,000 
6.10        
15.40 
Wood-turners 
Male    
Female 
Rural 
5,000          
3,000 
3.90            
2.30 
Marble carvers (face)   
Marble carvers (block)     
Marble polishing 
Male      
Male     
Female 
Urban 
18,000         
10,000         
5,000 
13.90            
7.70              
3.90 
Bronze castors Male Urban 4,000 3.10 
Silversmiths Male 
Rural       
Urban 
5,000              
10,000 
3.90              
7.70 
Textile hand-loom weaver 
Male    
Female 
Rural 
4,000-6,000    
2,000-5,000 
3.10-4.60     
1.60-3.90 
Ceramic potters 
Male    
Female 
Rural 
3,500-8,000   
2,000-5,000 
2.70-6.10    
1.60-3.90 
Lacquerware (designers)   
(Black lacquer applicators) 
(Etchers) 
Male     
Male     
Female  
Female 
Rural 
8,000-10,000 
7,000          
5,000        
2,000-3,000 
6.10-7.70    
5.40              
3.90            
1.60-2.30 
Door-mat weavers Female Rural 2,000 1.60 
NB: 2015 exchange rate: 1,300 MMK equalled US$1.00. 
In terms of economic poverty based on Myanmar’s minimum wage policy and the 
incomes of those artisans interviewed, no males and only two females (one etcher 
and one door-mat weaver) lived in economic poverty, meaning they could not 
support their families adequately. However, as DUHREC did not allow access to the 
border areas of Myanmar where armed conflict was prevalent (as discussed in 
Chapter 3, Section 3.4.2), more comprehensive artisan income data across 
Myanmar could not be collected. This limitation is discussed further in Chapter 5, 
Section 5.5.1. 
4.2.3.2 Financial assets – sales revenue  
More than half of the artisans interviewed were the masters (owners) of their own 
household workshops. Many of these verbally contracted other local artisans when 
larger orders were received. Artisans that owned their workshops earned between 
US$200 and US$3,000 in sales revenue per month, with an average of 
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approximately US$450 (600,000 MKK). This level of revenue enabled them to 
sustain an average of three artisans for the larger orders, as well as meet other 
costs.  
4.2.3.3 Financial assets – artisan bank accounts 
Three-quarters of the artisans interviewed did not have bank accounts; only three 
artisans claimed to have one. This was explained by some as due to the standard 
use of national identification cards to transfer cash among Myanmar residents, 
where only a nominal bank fee was incurred (participants 10, 12 and 22). 
4.2.3.4 Financial assets – artisan savings 
Three artisan participants had no savings whatsoever (participants 17, 23 and 24), 
while four had enough savings to live for one month without working (participants 
3, 8, 9 and 26). Another three estimated they would have enough for two months’ 
survival (participants 1, 15 and 22), while two others thought they would have 
enough to last “a long while” (participants 6 and 11). Another artisan without any 
savings believed they could rely on their many children for survival (participant 18). 
Lastly, several of the artisans revealed they kept small amounts of gold in case of an 
emergency (participants 3, 10, 12 and 22).  
4.2.3.5 Financial assets – overall artisan position  
Each of the interviewed artisans was asked to estimate their overall financial 
position based on the following scale: 1) cannot survive; 2) just making ends meets; 
3) doing okay; 4) comfortable; and 5) better than most. Five artisans defined 
themselves as 'doing okay', another five said they were financially 'comfortable,' 
one believed they were doing 'better than most', while four claimed they were 'just 
making ends meet'. None of the artisan participants believed that they ‘cannot 
survive’. 
However, upon further probing, it became apparent that at least three of the 
artisans were financially vulnerable with no savings for setbacks or emergencies. 
Although none of them were living in absolute poverty, even though three females 
were earning below Myanmar’s minimum wage, with daily salaries of approximately 
US$1.60. At the time of these interviews, the IPL was set at US$1.25 per day by the 
World Bank (2015). 
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4.2.3.6 Human assets among artisans  
The handicraft workforce in Myanmar has been shrinking in size since the 2008 
constitutional reforms were being affected, even though the demand for 
handicrafts has never been stronger, as indicated by the following comments:   
“All the houses in our village, over 1,000 households, used to do wood-
turning, [and] now there are only five households left that do it.” 
(Participant 22) 
“Potters are getting fewer. We only have one skilled potter left in our 
workshop and if he leaves we don’t know what to do; but there are some 
women in our village who make small pots.” (Participant 24)  
“There are less and less lacquerware artisans, and only one workshop left in 
Bagan, out of 1,000 lacquerware households, that does the black 
lacquerware properly according to the old tradition.” (Participant 6) 
Due to this shortage of workers, it was often necessary to ask for assistance from 
other workshops:  
“When orders are larger than the workers we have, we share the work with 
other workshops or ask them [customers] to come back at a certain time.” 
(Participant 12)  
Although out of the Myanmar handicraft industries that were examined, 
silversmiths do not seem to have a problem with a dwindling workforce; it instead 
appears that they are growing in number. This is probably because the jewellery 
products remain a fashionable accessory and a show of status within the Myanmar 
population. Furthermore, as wealth grows in Myanmar, so does the ability to 
purchase luxury goods such as jewellery. Silver also has the ability to act as a store 
of wealth with high liquidity; thus, during tough times it can be easily sold. Being a 
silversmith is therefore often viewed as a lucrative profession:   
“There are more jewellers and artists in this area [Inle Lake]. Even if you 
compare it with the whole country, there will be more and more jewellers in 
this area. Because people here love the tradition, they love the handcrafted 
accessories, not just the flashy ones. They love handcrafted items.” 
(Participant 15)   
Despite this demand for silver crafts, there is a perceived shortage of artisanal 
workers across most of the Myanmar handcraft industries (participants 3, 10, 23 
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and 24). Even though handicraft workers earn more than agricultural and some 
salaried workers, the younger Myanmar population do not appear to be interested 
in working in the craft sector (participants 3, 12, 17, 18 and 24). It is believed that 
only youths without an aptitude for education, who are often more creative and 
skilled with their hands, and have family members who are artisans take on 
handicrafts as a trade (Participant 8; Vlahek 2017). Most of Myanmar’s youth 
seemed to prefer to work in the service sector and/or in air-conditioned office jobs 
that have a higher social status (participants 17 and 24). 
Furthermore, most artisans in Myanmar work in family household units that are 
commonly referred to as 'household workshops'. Most consist of between two and 
five family members, and are typically called ‘micro household workshops’; and 
what are known as ‘small household workshops’ generally have between two and 
seven family members, and also employ another 6 to 18 external artisan workers 
for busy periods. In contrast, medium workshops typically employ between 26 and 
55 workers, which may include some family members as well as external employees 
(SLORC 1991). No household workshops with more than 75 artisanal workers have 
been recorded in Myanmar (UNIDO 2014), which would be defined more as 
‘factories’ because family, tradition and home-based production are removed from 
the production process.   
All except one of the artisans interviewed conveyed deep passion, fondness and 
love for their craft, as illustrated by the following statements:  
“Due to my hobby and interest in it, I will keep on doing the bronze casting 
until my last breath.” (Participant 12)  
“I am happy because I can live on this art, hobby.” (Participant 10)  
“Yes, I am proud of being a potter.” (Participant 24)  
“Being a perfectionist is necessary in this work.” (Participant 15) 
Only the door-mat weaver (Participant 23) was not proud or passionate about their 
occupation, preferring that their daughter take on another career due to the low 
incomes and inability to adequately support a family.  
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It is evident from this study that the artisanal workforce has depleted considerably 
and continues to erode across a variety of handicraft industries (excluding 
silversmiths). The handicraft sector in Myanmar appears to be dying; without 
human resources, the future of the industry is unsustainable for the vast majority of 
handicraft industries (Lo 2015; Vlahek 2017).   
4.2.3.7 Human assets – youth involvement in handicraft sector 
It is generally believed by the artisans interviewed that only those without an 
education are drawn to the craft sector in Myanmar. That is, if they gain an 
education, they are less likely to want to do handicrafts due to its lower pay and 
status. In line with this, the new generation with higher education levels are not as 
interested in learning traditional Myanmar crafts, as the older generation were. 
Myanmar youth appear to lack the passion to undertake traditional handicrafts, 
which are typically perceived as old-fashioned and dirty, low-status occupations, 
with low salaries, as indicated in the following comments: 
“Even I know it how to train newer ones, they don’t want to learn any more. 
Less and less people want to learn the art of weaving bamboo stuff.” 
(Participant 18)  
“Newer generation lack interest to learn pottery as they [ceramicists] are 
lowly paid.” (Participant 24)  
“Youths of this age want to make money using easy ways. But new 
generation just think for the short term and make money easily.” 
(Participant 3)  
4.2.3.8 Natural assets among artisans 
In the Myanmar 'dry-zone' (central-west Myanmar), severe draughts have been 
causing major water supply issues. Nearby communities distribute water to those 
villagers without water, as a form of charity. However, most artisans working in 
rural villages have good, reliable access to water, although some often have to 
travel long distances to access it; typically women and children collect potable 
water for household use. While some artisans also have direct access to land 
resources such as farms and forests via relatives and friends that own them, most 
have to obtain access via government and commercial sources. 
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4.2.3.9 Natural assets – sustainability 
Many of the artisans agreed that the supply of firewood and timber, particularly 
teak, is not sustainable in Myanmar. Thus, most of them wanted certain areas 
zoned as protected forests, to prevent the sale of these lands for commercial 
purposes. Furthermore, while teak, rubber and eucalyptus trees were commercially 
planted by government and private investors, some of the artisans wanted a larger 
variety of trees planted (participants 1, 3, 10, 12 and 24). There was a 
corresponding need for firewood among artisans, such as potters that need it to fire 
their traditional kilns, bronze casters to smelt bronze and silversmiths to smelt silver 
ore (participants 3, 12, 15 and 24). Furthermore, the woodcarvers faced both legal 
and financial issues in relation to obtaining teak logs for carving objects and 
architectural ornaments (participants 1 and 10). 
In addition, the marble carver in Mandalay voiced concerned that their local quarry 
was going to run out of marble in the near future due to larger amounts of raw 
marble blocks being sold and exported to China (Participant 11). Once these marble 
quarries dry out, it was predicted that they would have to change professions 
(Participant 11). In contrast, the bamboo weaver was confident that bamboo supply 
was sustainable, particularly since few such artisans were left in Myanmar 
(Participant 18). Furthermore, as long as the main rivers continue to flow in 
Myanmar, the ceramicists believed they would have enough clay for their 
handicraft, although there was some concern about flows dramatically decreasing 
during the dry season. This included the Irrawaddy River where there were also 
concerns about it becoming over-polluted which could affect the clay quality 
(Participant 3).   
All of the interviewed artisans relied on their local markets for the daily 
consumption of food, although several assisted their families with agricultural work 
during the off-peak handicraft season in May, June, July and August when they 
primarily consumed the stored rice and seasonal vegetables that they grew 
(participants 15, 22, 23 and 26).   
4.2.3.10 Physical assets owned by artisans 
Ten of the interviewed artisans owned their own house and land, mortgage-free. 
Those that did not personally own property instead used family-owned houses and 
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land. Many artisans also owned a TV, but few had a refrigerator. Some also owned 
bicycles and small boats for personal transport, but only one owned a car.  
4.2.3.11 Social assets - cooperation among artisans  
As a predominantly collectivist society (Hofstede 2011), most Myanmar artisans do 
not view other artisans as competitors. Instead, in this study artisans were 
commonly observed working in cooperation and mutual dependency with each 
other. These localised, informal groups of artisans had often been established from 
economic and personal relationships that had developed over time, as verified by 
the bronze caster:  
“We do have problems within and between family foundries, but we solve 
all problems with understanding between us and we never have a fight. We 
can’t do our business individually. We have to cooperate and work together 
with our staff and other foundries.” (Participant 12)  
Myanmar artisans rely on each other and at times have no choice but to cooperate 
with each other, since typically one household cannot perform all the tasks 
required. Thus, even where neighbours do not personally like each other, they will 
behave cordially and work with each other to enable both households and the 
community to benefit. Generally, a strong sense of community exists in Myanmar. 
In line with this, three interviewed artisans indicated that they cooperate rather 
than compete with other workshops, as per the following comment: 
“Everyone in the village is like relatives so they help each other in times of 
hardship.” (Participant 8)  
However, one potter noted that the cooperative local community is changing, and 
that artisans were becoming more individualistic in their behaviour:  
“Myanmar people are now very weak in cooperation. They just want to 
become popular and recognised individually, and don’t want to collaborate 
and to share profit or image or goodwill. If one is very wealthy, the other is 
jealous. They even oppress one another in the market. One doesn’t want the 
other to be well-off than themselves. This mind-set destroys everything.” 
(Participant 3)  
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This last comment suggests that Myanmar society is gradually changing from a 
collectivist to individualistic mind-set, which is further discussed in Chapter 5, Sub-
section 5.2.2.4. 
4.2.3.12 Social assets – artisans and human rights  
Most of the interviewed artisans expressed satisfaction with their human rights as 
Myanmar artisans. Since 1996, Visit Myanmar Year, artisans felt that they have not 
been unfairly targeted by the government and have felt free to practise their craft 
as normal citizens. The Myanmar military massacre of student protesters in 1988 
and the house arrest of Aung Sun Suu Kyi after the 1990 elections were well-
documented in international news coverage. The military government consequently 
endeavoured to shift its image from a brutal dictatorship to a more open and 
inclusive government, and proclaimed 1996 to be ‘Visit Myanmar Year’ (Union of 
Myanmar Federation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry – UMFCCI 1996). 
Since then, as many interviewed artisans stated, they have not been subject to any 
human rights abuses from the government or from anyone else in Myanmar.  
Prior to 1996, there were some human rights abuses as clarified by some of the 
interviewed artisans. For example, in Bagan (old town) in 1994, the predominantly 
lacquerware artisan residents had 900 years of lacquerware production history 
destroyed when they were forcibly removed from their traditional homes 
(Participant 9). Others have confirmed that these artisans’ homes and lacquerware 
drying cellars were bulldozed by the military government (Gritsenko 2013). This was 
apparently done to obtain World Heritage listing, with the military government 
stating it was following UNESCO guidelines about no housing being within a certain 
radius of the ancient temples and pagodas (Gritsenko 2013). The lacquerware 
artisans were relocated 4 kilometres south in a place now known as ‘New Bagan’, 
where each family was assigned a plot of arid land and given basic building 
materials to restart their lives (Participant 9; Gritsenko 2013; Vlahek 2015).  
Furthermore, two other artisans explained that in 1988 through to 1991, the post-
secondary schools throughout Myanmar had been shut down by the military 
government as they feared further student uprisings. These artisans subsequently 
felt their right to higher education was taken away from them (participants 6 and 
22).  
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In addition to such human rights abuses, social order in Myanmar has been 
constantly hampered by internal armed conflict, as illustrated by the following 
comment that was omnipresent among other interviewed artisans:  
“If the national security is stable and the parties are not fighting each other, 
there will be more tourists and it would help business a lot.” (Participant 6) 
4.2.3.13 Social assets – artisan relationships 
Many of the interviewed artisans believed that relationships are essential to 
conducting business, especially in a collectivist cultural environment. Since they 
mostly work within informal networks, cooperation is critical to ensure cohesive 
workshops. Most artisans believed that creating and maintaining relationships was 
the most important component of a SL:  
“Communication and relationship is the most important thing for our 
business.” (Participant 1) 
4.2.3.14 Social assets – artisan respect  
As indicated among those interviewed for this study, artisans in Myanmar genuinely 
feel well-respected by locals, international tourists and society in general:  
“We are valued and respected by the community. They don’t even call our 
names. They call us 'masters' instead.” (Participant 1)  
“The people show respect to me; some even look up to me.” (Participant 10)  
“I have never been treated lowly; most people respect me, as I am good at 
weaving bamboo stuff.” (Participant 18) 
4.2.3.15 Social assets – artisan status levels  
Artisans are often divided into beginners, middle-level craftspeople and masters. 
The master of a workshop is the leader and final decision-maker both inside and 
outside of the workshop regarding production and sales. Myanmar artisans that are 
externally-employed (not within family circles) are typically treated like family and 
are able to openly share their views in workshops. There are many discussions and 
arguments in these workshops, just like in any family. In lacquerware, the bamboo 
(white-base) makers are in the lowest bracket in terms of pay and social status. The 
etchers (predominantly women) are also lowly paid, but receive higher status than 
the bamboo base-makers due to the higher level of skill required. Black thitsi 
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(lacquer) artisans used to be the most highly prized and respected prior to the 21st 
century, but now the designers (all of which are male) are the highest paid artisans 
in the lacquerware production process (Participant 9). This increased status could 
be due to a great shortage of talented designers in various Myanmar handicraft 
industries (Vlahek 2017). None-the-less, designers tend to uphold this status by 
always appearing clean and well-groomed, which adds to their prestige and respect 
within the local community.  
These discussions and understanding of artisans’ assets gives a perspective of the 
state of their livelihoods in Myanmar at a micro level. However, to fully understand 
their situation, the structures and processes that affect their livelihoods at a macro 
level also require exploration. The following sub-sections therefore examine the 
transformational structures and processes of the SLA, and how they have affected 
artisans in Myanmar.    
4.2.3.16 Transforming structures and processes – artisans and government 
There was a general consensus among interviewed artisans that the government 
does little to support artisanal livelihoods in Myanmar:   
“Although the government people occasionally do come to us, they ask what 
we need and make a list, [then] they disappear from that time on. We told 
everything about our needs, including clay-mixing machine. They promise to 
provide us with what we want, but never come back again.” (Participant 3)  
“The government never support us!” (Participant 18)  
“I never expect anything from the government and I never get anything from 
the government!” (Participant 23) 
4.2.3.17 Transforming structures and processes – artisan and handicraft 
cooperatives and associations 
The interviewed artisans did not think they had anything to gain from being 
involved in handicraft cooperatives and associations. Those with controlling 
interests in VC’s also hold senior positions within such organisations and generally 
benefit the most both personally and financially, while most artisan members 
receive little. However, those with senior roles in such organisations were 
recognised by some as positive influencers on the membership base, especially 
when they are willing to negotiate with government authorities for the greater 
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good of the artisan community. As an artisan that was also secretary of a handicraft 
association in Mandalay explained:  
“I organised all the preparation workshops and we negotiated with the 
Mandalay City District Council about allowing us to still use the other side of 
street for storing our raw materials and finished products, but that we can’t 
work there. The officer agreed.” (Participant 11)  
In such an instance, all the association members benefit. However, it should be 
noted that this participant who was both a master artisan and association secretary 
was the wealthiest artisan interviewed. During the interview, it was uncovered that 
he owned approximately US$0.5M to US$1M in stock, and was the only artisan that 
possessed a car. This raises the question as to whether such private wealth is gained 
by utilising their senior position in the handicraft organisations to obtain personal 
gains, or through genuine entrepreneurial activities, perhaps a mixture of both.   
In line with this, among the distributors interviewed in this study, those with the 
largest businesses often held senior positions in handicraft associations. In 
interviews conducted with institutional managers from UNIDO and UNESCO 
(participants 33 and 39 respectively), both raised duplicity concerns regarding large 
distributors also holding senior positions in handicraft associations. Yet after 
analysis, it remained unclear whether these senior positions lead to greater wealth, 
or whether being financially successful leads to these senior positions in 
organisations. This required further exploration in this study, as discussed in the 
following section. 
4.2.3.18 Transforming structures and processes – influence and access 
Those that generated the largest sales in one of Myanmar’s handicraft communities 
generally controlled the local VC and held power within it. Furthermore, when such 
market players were also involved in the leadership of handicraft associations and 
cooperatives, some interviewed artisans felt that they sacrificed community good 
for self-benefit (Participant 9). Another artisan felt that this was changing and by 
comparing the pre-2010 period in Myanmar (before democratisation and during a 
period of economic sanctions) with more recent times, stating:  
“[Before democratisation] it was the age where the employer holds all the 
power. The [artisan] workers had to wait for the employers to hire them as 
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the business was slow at that time. Now it is the age of the workers as 
business is booming. The workers hold the upper hand now!" (Participant 6) 
This statement indicates that those who previously controlled VC are losing power 
to the artisans. However, with a booming economy and higher wages in Myanmar, 
it would be logical to expect the handicraft industries and its artisans to be 
prospering; yet as stated previously, there has been a decrease in the artisanal 
workforce and traditional practices are being eroded. This rationale leads on to an 
investigation of what strategies are being employed by artisans to sustain their 
livelihoods in such an environment as is discussed next. 
4.2.3.19 Sustainable Livelihood strategies among artisans 
Most artisans circumvent institutional structures/processes in their livelihood 
strategies, perceiving them to be more of a hindrance than a support. Some artisans 
explained that representatives of government departments, international aid and 
development agencies and NGOs often visited their local communities, making 
promises that did not generally come to fruition (participants 3, 12, 17, 22, 24 and 
26). Thus, while the artisans were hospitable and listened to these representatives, 
most had learnt not to expect anything positive to come from these discussions.  
Furthermore, under the Law Amending the Promotion of Cottage Industries Law 
2011 (SPDC 2011), those involved in household enterprises such as handicrafts 
should register their micro/small businesses; yet it has been reported that many do 
not register (UNIDO 2014). A core reason for this was explained by one of this 
study’s interviewed artisans:  
“If we register they come and collect taxes from us, whether we make a 
profit or run at a loss.” (Participant 24) 
There are also laws in Myanmar regarding the purchasing of raw materials such as 
wood and timber, yet many artisans cannot afford to purchase such materials via 
the government auction system, as the lots are too big and too expensive 
(Participant 10). Instead, they often establish their own systemised networks for 
obtaining and storing wood in small quantities (participants 1, 10 and 22). The 
artisans understand this is an illegal activity, but one woodcarver plainly stated: 
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“I am a woodcarver, how am I expected to do my work without wood?” 
(Participant 10) 
In addition, silversmiths are meant to purchase their silver in ingots via legal 
government channels, yet most buy them from individual traders or find sources of 
raw silver ore and extract it themselves (participants 15 and 20).   
From an international perspective, when artisans and small household workshops 
are involved in cross-border selling of handicrafts to China and Thailand, they often 
cannot afford to pay the taxes and other paperwork costs. Instead, they generally 
smuggle their wares across borders, or pay small bribes to get their shipment across 
(participants 5 and 13). However, now that there are more tourists coming to 
Myanmar to purchase their products, there is less need to resort to such risky 
activities (Participant 13). Those that still attempt to smuggle handicrafts across 
borders risk having their goods seized. When police/border guards seize 
handicrafts, some officers attempt to sell these to retailers in Yangon for their own 
personal gain. One distributor in Yangon stated: 
“… I never buy these things. It’s not nice” (Participant 5).  
It would appear that institutional structures and processes mostly frustrate rather 
than assist artisans in Myanmar. Thus, many artisans and micro/small workshops 
arrange their own livelihood strategies and systems (legal or illegal) for purchasing 
raw materials, organising production and selling handicrafts.  
4.2.4 Summary of Artisans Sustainable Livelihoods 
This section has reviewed the results obtained regarding how Myanmar artisans 
sustain a livelihood from the production of handicrafts by investigating how they 
produce their handicrafts, their perceptions about being artisans in Myanmar and 
by reviewing SLA dimensions. The next section shall review how socioeconomic 
changes affect artisans SLs in Myanmar.  
181 
 
4.3 Review of Socioeconomic Changes Affecting Artisan Livelihoods  
4.3.1 Financial changes 
Myanmar fully opened up from being a closed economy in 2012 (World Bank 2014). 
Since 2012, Myanmar has experienced a ‘boom’ in foreign tourists as well as 
investors (Nesbitt 2014). It was acknowledged in this study that the growth in 
tourists throughout Myanmar (both national and foreign) has meant that the 
demand for souvenir handicrafts has increased (Participant 6). Almost all 
interviewed artisans declared that their wages had subsequently gone up since 
2012; although so had the prices for handicraft raw materials and general 
commodities.  
4.3.2 Human resource changes 
Despite salaries increasing, there has been a large exodus from the Myanmar 
handicraft workforce to other industries such as tourism services and construction, 
as previously discussed in Sub-section 4.2.3.6. The country’s youth taking up 
handicraft industries as a career has also dwindled (see Sub-section 4.2.3.7). If such 
decreases continue, the handicraft industries in Myanmar are not going to be 
sustainable. 
Furthermore, with a reduced workforce but increasing demand, many handicraft 
industries are attempting to produce more via non-traditional methods and 
practices. This is often resulting in lower quality levels being produced that yield 
lower sales prices.       
4.3.3 Natural resource changes 
With Myanmar opening up to rest of the world, there is greater international 
demand for its natural resources such as oil, gas, timber and other mining reserves 
(Allan & Einzenberger 2013). This has placed upward pressure on the price of the 
raw materials that artisans use, such as teak timber, marble, gem stones and metals 
(participants 1, 3, 9, 11, 22 and 24). At the same time, rivers are becoming more 
polluted due to increases in transportation, industrialisation, agricultural fertilisers 
and pesticides that run off into the waterways, as well as through the use of 
disposable plastic bags (Respondent 8; San Oo 2016). The forests are also rapidly 
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receding (Environmental Investigation Agency 2015), meaning that timber supplies 
are reducing as prices increase; for example, there are less lacquer trees available 
for the lacquerware industry, and other examples discussed in Sub-section 4.2.3.9.  
4.3.4 Social changes 
Even though most artisans are affiliated through small networks that support each 
other for completing larger orders, some are starting to show individualistic and 
competitive behaviours for individual gains rather than for the benefit of their 
entire community. As discussed in Sub-section 4.2.3.11, while the artisans act 
cordially and cooperatively, there is some concern amongst artisans that they are 
embracing hedonistic values in their work approaches.  
Furthermore, based on study observations, as artisans cater more to foreign 
tourists, their production is being influenced by these needs and wants. As a result, 
products are becoming smaller in size and are often made faster and cheaper, 
which is reducing quality levels. Traditional production methods are being replaced 
by more efficient and commercial forms of production. Furthermore, with 
Myanmar’s economy opening up, the general population is rapidly absorbing 
Western products and practices perceived as more ‘modern’. For example, many 
youths now wear blue jeans and shorts instead of their traditional longyi (similar to 
sarongs), and instead of using traditional ‘thanaka’ (ground thanaka tree root bark) 
as a sun screen and facial decoration, Western make-up is being used by some 
women. Imported furniture is also often seen as more modern than traditional 
furniture, and cultural practices such as chewing betel-nut are in decline.  
Such social changes are impacting on Myanmar’s artisans, as locals often see less 
value in their traditional objects. In addition, betel-nut and thanaka boxes, trays and 
grinders are in less demand, as well as hand-loom longyis that are being replaced by 
Western clothes made in China. Due to the country’s rapid development and 
modernisation, it was observed that Myanmar’s traditional and cultural norms are 
decreasing rapidly.  
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4.3.5 Physical asset changes  
More Myanmar adults including artisans now own, or strive to own, motorcycles 
and cars instead of using bicycles and public transport, which has led to major 
congestion and traffic in the cities that is increasing air pollution and extending 
travel times.  
The local desire to acquire modern products is directly affecting Myanmar artisan 
livelihoods. In terms of housing, foreign designs including the use of bricks (ceramic 
and concrete) require air-conditioning in the tropical heat (in Yangon the year-
round average is 31 degrees Celsius per day), the higher usage of electricity 
increases the daily cost of living. Such housing is replacing stilted traditional 
bamboo and wood housing with its natural fibre walls (woven by artisans typically 
with intricate designs) and roofing that naturally cool homes. Western beds with 
mattresses are also replacing the more traditional hand-woven bamboo mats that 
also have natural cooling properties.  
Refrigerators are becoming more mainstream which means fresh produce is not 
purchased on a daily basis from markets. As a result, supermarkets are becoming 
more popular among urban populations in Myanmar. However, as these residents 
are purchasing more packaged food, this has led to more landfill and pollution. 
Instead of artisans producing re-usable, environmentally-friendly, natural-fibre 
packaging and baskets; Styrofoam, cardboard and plastic carry bags (typically 
imported from China), have taken over from traditional materials used in packaging 
and basket carry bags: 
“Plastic bags and plastic baskets are all coming from China. I feel sad and 
worried.” (Participant 18) 
“Big garbage dumps around Yangon are now full of packaging and plastic 
bags.” (Participant 32)  
It has become clear that the so-called ‘objects of modernity’ that have become 
appealing in Myanmar tend to reduce natural environment sustainability. Equipped 
with a better understanding of the socioeconomic changes affecting artisans in 
Myanmar, the primary factors causing uncertainty and felt vulnerability among 
artisans were further explored in this study, as discussed in the next section. 
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4.4 Factors Causing Uncertainty and Felt Vulnerability in Artisan 
Livelihoods 
4.4.1Risks and vulnerabilities  
4.4.1.1 Economic shocks and food deprivation 
Only three artisan participants claimed to have never experienced any economic 
shocks throughout their lifetime (participants 10, 11 and 15). Another three stated 
that they suffered a major economic shock after the 1988 democracy protests, 
which left their families in a state of food deprivation (participants 3, 8 and 23). 
Furthermore, as discussed in Sub-section 4.2.3.12, lacquerware artisans in Bagan 
had their village bulldozed by the government in 1990; they lost everything and had 
to restart their livelihoods (Participant 9; Gritsenko 2008; Vlahek 2015).  
Nine of the artisans claimed to have never gone to bed hungry, while three said 
they had due to a lack of money to buy food in the past three years (participants 6, 
22 and 26). Another three had experienced also going to bed hungry, but a long 
time ago when they were children.  
4.4.1.2 Natural shocks  
Natural shocks such as cyclones, earthquakes, flooding and drought are reasonably 
commonplace throughout various Myanmar regions (World Bank 2014; ADB 2014). 
Cyclone Nargis, which hit Myanmar in May 2008, was discussed by four of the 
interviewed artisans, who all stated they suffered severe economic impacts from it. 
For example: 
“Cyclone Nargis destroyed the workshop. To construct everything again, we 
had to sell out some of our land and valuable things, as we didn’t have 
enough savings.” (Participant 3) 
Another three artisans discussed flooding that had caused minor economic 
hardships, including: 
 “We had to stop business for a while, but we recovered quickly.” (Participant 
 10) 
Apart from the Cyclone Nargis incident, the majority of artisans interviewed seemed 
to quickly financially recover from other natural shocks that they experienced.  
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4.4.1.3 Political shocks 
The 1988 student democracy protests and the 2007 Saffron Revolution (Buddhist 
monks) protests were the only political shocks discussed by five of the artisans 
(participants 1, 11, 12, 22 and 24). Although they claimed that these political shocks 
only disturbed their livelihood for a short period of time:  
“Only for a few days when 1988 protest for democracy happened. Safety for 
the family was a problem. Only that time. In 1988, we are lucky because we 
already got order from Taiwan.” (Participant 11) 
“During the Saffron Revolution protests, the whole street shut their 
workshops for a few days, but no real difficulties from it.” (Participant 1) 
Five of the artisan participants claimed to have never experienced any political 
disturbance in Myanmar.  
4.4.1.4 Contingency plans 
Eight of the interviewed artisans stated they would rely on their limited savings and 
their family and friends, if a major economic shock was to occur. Many artisans do 
not have contingency plans, as illustrated by the following statement:  
"I haven’t thought about the future bad times. I just think about how to 
improve my business." (Participant 6)  
Another three artisans predicted that a local (religious) charity group would assist 
them in times of need (participants 1, 10 and 17). 
4.4.1.5 Industry trends 
A primary industry trend in the Myanmar craft sector is to produce more handicraft 
products at a lower cost and at lower quality levels to increase sales and profits 
from tourist demand. For example, traditional lacquerware artisans use expensive 
cow-bone ash (cow bones burnt at high temperatures to a smooth powder) mixed 
with natural lacquer to seal the white-base, and then cotton gauze material with 
between six and twelve additional layers of lacquer, dependent on the quality level 
that is sought. The more coats of lacquer, the stronger and more resilient the 
product is to cracking. In between each coat of lacquer, the product requires 
between six and nine days of drying time in humid cellars. This whole process can 
take between six and nine months to complete. Cheaper production versions 
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instead use clay (mixed with cow-dung) or PVA glue to seal the white-base, without 
any cotton and only three additional coats of lacquer.  
“Now that the products are not fetching high prices as they used to, we use 
glue and clay in place of lacquer and bone ash.” (Participant 8) 
These cheaper imitations crack easily, but only take between one and two months 
to produce, and cost less than one-third of the traditional lacquerware product. This 
would be more justifiable if the customer knew what they were paying for; but 
based on observations conducted in various lacquerware retail premises, deception 
is becoming common practice in the lacquerware industry, even among sales staff 
in so-called ‘reputable’ distributors. As was witnessed on several occasions, some 
customers are told by sales staff that the product contains nine lacquer layers as 
well as the cotton, minus PVA glue; in reality, they were being sold the cheaper 
imitation version while paying the full price for an authentic product. According to 
an interviewed artisan, such imitation products often do not make it back to 
tourists’ home countries without damage, when it is too late to return the product 
and ask for a refund (Participant 9).  
Furthermore, some woodcarver artisans have been known to produce new wooden 
carvings, bury them in the ground for two to three months, recover them and then 
sell them as ‘antiques’ to unwary tourists at highly inflated prices. For example:  
“These woodcarvings are made to look old, but they are not.” (Participant 
13)     
Such frauds are become more common throughout all handicraft industries in 
Myanmar. In interviews with distributors, when several retail owners/managers 
were confronted about such products, they argued that they are still traditional 
products because they have used ‘similar’ methods to the traditional process, which 
when reflected upon, is true. For example, even the cheap lacquerware producers 
use traditional etched designs where skilled traditional etching is still required: 
“Now nobody knows if it is genuine traditional Bagan lacquerware or not.” 
(Participant 6) 
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In addition, the woodcarver ‘copy antiques’ still involve the traditional carving 
techniques and methods within their production even though they are made to look 
older than what they truly are.    
Lastly, as the tourism industry in Myanmar is growing at a rapid rate (MoHT 2013, 
2015a), there are more tour guides collecting commissions from workshops when 
they bring tourists to buy from these handicraft producers. As was reported in three 
interviews with an artisan, a distributor and a senior manager at UNIDO the tour 
guide commission varied from between 20% and 30% of the price paid by tourists 
(participants 9, 13 and 33 respectively); which is a major ‘financial leakage’ from the 
Myanmar handicraft industry VCs (Vlahek 2017).   
4.4.1.6 Product trends  
Buddha and Nat (animist spirit) statues was the most popular wood carved product 
sought by various markets in Myanmar, including local demand for religious 
festivals and seasons (participants 1, 10 and 13). Most foreign tourists prefer the 
Loka-Nat (spirit) statues (as shown in Figure 4.17 below). Buddha and Nat statuettes 
that are sized between five and nine inches are experiencing a growth in sales, most 
likely because local and foreign tourists can pack them easily in their luggage 
(participants 1 and 13). In the brassware industry, brass vases with a bell-shaped 
neck are most popular (participant 2); while the popularity of the lacquerware 
beetle-nut boxes appears to have waned (participants 7 and 8). In addition, many 
interviewed artisans reported that their customers now seek custom-order 
products, based on pictures that individuals, retail and distributor buyers are 
showing them. 
It appears that product trends in Myanmar vary season by season and year by year. 
For example, recycled or ‘up-cycled’ products such as bags made from recycled 
paper and old tyre tubes, bowls made from plastic coffee and tea wrappers, and 
recycled plastic lampshades, are currently in great demand among foreign tourist 
and expat customers, although these demands are known to change over time 
(Participant 32).  
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Figure 4.17: Loka-Nat (animist spirit) statue 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.4.1.7 Seasonality issues 
In general, the low season for handicrafts is during the Myanmar monsoon season 
from May to September; and the high season is between October and April. The 
peak season for handicraft sales is during November, December and January, which 
coincides with the tourist season and major Buddhist festivals held in Myanmar, as 
illustrated in the following comment: 
“Low season is during the monsoon from May to September. High season is 
October to April, and our peak selling season is November and December. 
That is when we have the most Buddhist holidays.” (Participant 1) 
Regardless of low or high season some artisans reported that they continue to 
produce handicrafts throughout the whole year (participants 3, 6, 11, 17, 18 and 
22). Whereas the artisans that rely on natural drying methods are unable to work 
during the monsoon (low) season, for example: 
 “We… need the sunlight and heat, so it is not convenient for us to finish 
more work in the monsoon season.” (Participant 12)  
While the primary selling season is relatively consistent across Myanmar’s 
handicraft industries, a handful of the interviewed artisans involved in export and 
international sales had adapted to different overseas seasons, as described by one 
of them: 
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“I sell mostly abroad, so I follow their seasons. Christmas time and European 
summer time is best for selling for me.” (Participant 9)  
4.4.1.8 Weather issues 
As explained by an interviewed artisan, if handicraft items need to be naturally 
dried, weather conditions such as rain can drastically affect production:  
“We only work a little in the raining season, when we can’t dry it easily.” 
(Participant 24) 
Although where crafts are produced indoors (e.g. textile weaving), the weather has 
no impact on production.  
4.4.2 Conclusions on artisan livelihood outcomes  
This study’s artisan participants indicated that their incomes are increasing and that 
the vast majority can afford to sustain their families by producing handicrafts. None 
of these artisans had experienced food insecurity for extended periods of time, and 
most were happy with their general wellbeing, even if they complained about not 
being able to afford healthcare and/or that they do not have retirement packages. 
Seasonal income fluctuations appear to have a direct effect on artisan livelihoods. If 
any shocks occurred that lasted more than one or two months, the findings indicate 
that artisans would experience grave difficulties that may lead to severe poverty.  
The biggest external threats among Myanmar’s artisans are: decreasing artisanal 
workforce; competition from mass-produced goods; decreasing volume and higher 
cost of natural resources; and the potential of a decrease in both local and foreign 
tourists (due to armed conflicts erupting or international political pressures such as 
the well reported Rohingya ethnic cleansing issues). Even though signs of relative 
poverty were discussed and observed, no interviewed artisan claimed to be living in 
absolute poverty.  
After obtaining a deeper understanding of the risks and vulnerabilities that artisans 
face within their livelihood, it was deemed necessary to conduct an investigation 
into the Myanmar handicraft VCs to obtain a more comprehensive picture of the 
socioeconomic transformations that are directly affecting artisan livelihoods. These 
results obtained are presented in the following section.    
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4.5 Myanmar Handicraft VCs and Socioeconomic Transformations 
This study found that each type of handicraft in Myanmar has its own distinctive VC, 
which sometimes overlaps with other handicraft VCs, particularly across distribution 
channels. Most of these VCs involve: raw material suppliers; raw material logistics; 
production involving artisans, households and workshops typically found in small 
villages and townships; and distributor channels that can be found in tourist areas 
but are primarily concentrated in Myanmar’s two largest cities (Mandalay and 
Yangon) that act as the commercial hubs for handicraft distribution. As reported in 
the Myanmar Census (2014), when all of the handicraft industries are combined 
into one craft sector they represent Yangon and Mandalay’s second largest 
workforce (behind services and sales sector).  
Such statistics confirm how important the handicraft VCs are to the Myanmar 
economy. Any disruptions to them could cause great economic hardships to the 2.4 
million people or 11.2% of Myanmar’s total workforce that are involved in them 
(MIP 2016). This study further highlighted that understanding artisan perceptions of 
how they produce and on-sell their handicrafts only offers a ‘production-centred’ 
view of these VCs. Additional distributor perspectives provide a more 
comprehensive view of the entire VC. Thus, the following sections illustrate how 
Myanmar’s handicraft VCs function including while experiencing the socioeconomic 
transitions that are occurring within them, from the perspective of handicraft 
distributors.  
4.5.1 Infrastructure of distributors involved in Myanmar handicraft VCs  
From the distributor participant dataset, firm infrastructure, firm assets and 
financials were thematically mapped in this study. Firm infrastructure showed a 
variety of business activities being conducted by distributors, with management 
based on either family members or more formal management structures. The data 
also identified how and when these distribution businesses commenced and that 
the firm’s assets primarily related to handicraft stock and commercial property 
owned. Furthermore, the data revealed financial themes relating to cost of 
products, bank accounts, economic shocks, current financial status and profit 
margins.  
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There are three main handicraft distributor sizes in Myanmar: 1) medium (27-75 
staff); 2) small (6-26 staff); and 3) micro (1-5 staff) (UNIDO 2010; Vlahek 2017). The 
handicraft distributors interviewed in this study were either small or medium sized. 
Most micro household workshops primarily manufacture handicrafts for VCs and 
only keep a limited amount of items for display and walk-in sales (typically items 
rejected by larger distributors); hence, they are not directly involved in distribution 
and were therefore not included in the distributor segment in this study.  
Of the 12 small and medium handicraft distributors interviewed, eight had started 
their businesses from their own entrepreneurial skills, while four were passed down 
from previous generations. Five of the distributors had operated for over 20 years, 
four had started up during the Myanmar junta government’s Visit Myanmar Year in 
1996, and three had been established since 2012 when military rule ended.  
Figure 4.18: Distributors’ management map 
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All of the interviewed distributors had immediate family members involved in the 
management of their handicraft operations, while three of these had more formal 
management structures. Figure 4.18 above is derived from the DTA process 
outlined in Section 3.6.2, and illustrates the distributor management mapping 
drawn from this study’s interviews.   
4.5.1.1 Distributor activities 
Most handicraft distributor business activities include production, retailing, 
wholesaling and export, and all of the interviewed distributors were primarily 
engaged in procuring and selling handicrafts via their own retail premises to both 
local and tourist customers. Thus, this segment could also be classified as ‘retailers’. 
Furthermore, three-quarters of these distributors were directly involved in the 
production of handicrafts, owned their own workshops, and also sold these 
handicrafts from their own retail premises. The remaining three distributors acted 
purely as retailers and had no involvement in the production of handicrafts.  
Within the Myanmar handicraft VCs examined in this study, no enterprises that 
were solely ‘handicraft wholesalers’ could be found. In addition, those distributors 
that acted as retailers also often performed both functions of retail direct to 
consumers (B2C), as well as wholesale (B2B) and export activities. 
The distributors that owned workshops were unable to produce the amount of 
handicrafts required for their retail and/or wholesale operations; all distributors 
interviewed had to purchase stock from independent workshops and households. 
Five of these distributors declared that they were directly involved in the 
wholesaling of handicrafts to other retailers, resellers and businesses, such as 
restaurants and hotels.  
Most of the distributors that were interviewed (8 out of 12) had not been involved 
in handicraft exports, although five of these voiced interest in becoming involved. 
Among the four distributors involved in exports, these included to bordering 
countries such as India, Thailand and China, other Asian countries such as Korea, 
Taiwan and Japan, and European countries such as Germany, France, Italy and 
Spain. These were all relatively small quantity orders exported in 20-foot cargo 
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containers (in full container loads - FCL) and more often in less than a container load 
(LCL). 
Furthermore, while medium-sized distributors generally had the largest 
manufacturing workshops in a particular area, more than 80% of their stocks in 
their nicely appointed and air-conditioned retail showrooms, contained handicrafts 
purchased from individual artisans or artisan household workshops. Most of the 
finished products they were selling were obtained via coordinated pools of over 100 
individual, micro and small household workshops. These medium-sized distributors 
all had computer systems, using business software to assist with financial 
management, and had websites and Facebook pages; albeit very basic and rarely 
updated. In contrast, the small-sized distributors interviewed did not use computer 
systems. 
When disclosing their business turnover, all of the distributors stated that it was 
only an estimate – “sometimes more, sometimes less” – suggesting the figures 
given were underestimated. The average estimated turnover among medium-sized 
distributors was US$300,000 per annum in retail sales (average of three of these 
interviewed distributors). These medium-sized distributors further claimed that this 
figure was a threefold increase from 2012, which appeared to align with the rapid 
increase in local and foreign tourism numbers during that period. These medium-
sized distributors paid 5% in taxes, although one hinted at using different financial 
books for different purposes: 
“We have different kinds of accounts.” (Participant 7) 
In addition to taxes, these medium-sized distributors often assisted in paying for 
staff medical costs and as well as family wedding and funeral support. Such staff 
welfare payments were viewed as common social norms among all the distributors 
in Myanmar (participants 7, 9 and 20; Vlahek 2017). Furthermore, since distributors 
interact with many of the workshops in various community groups when purchasing 
handicrafts, it appears that their high visibility in society compels them to be seen 
as good local community citizens: 
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“Giving money, building water wells, paying for doctors or pure charity, 
maybe 70% of my money I would give as charity. So I think this is the reason 
they respect me, not just lacquer.” (Participant 9) 
“… when the workers need more money, we give them more money.” 
(Participant 20)   
In addition, all of the medium-sized distributors had relationships with tour guides 
and bus tour companies, and paid commissions of 20-30% for product purchases. 
Many of them also assumed that because tour guides were bringing many tourists 
to their retail stores/workshops, they did not need to invest in advertising. The 
product purchase commissions were therefore considered a primary success factor, 
and were often included as retail marketing and promotional costs. Other forms of 
promotion included outdoor signage at airports and bus stations, as well as 
roadside direction signage scattered throughout the local area.  
Tour guide and other commissions were generally paid one or two weeks after the 
visit, either when the guide came back to collect the money in person or via a bank 
transfer. However, this money was never exchanged in front of the tourist/s, with 
many tourists unaware of such commissions (Vlahek 2015). At most medium-sized 
premises it was observed in this study that the tour guides would sit outside at a 
special table where they were supplied with drinks and snacks while the tourists 
browsed. There was often a book at these tables, where they and the drivers would 
fill in their details each time they visited. 
From interviews conducted across the three segments and observation, the 
medium-sized distributors hold considerable power over the suppliers and 
producers in their local Myanmar VC. In particular, the tourist locations in small 
rural communities, often only have one or two of these larger distributors, which 
enables them monopolies over production and sales. In contrast, there are often 
seven or eight medium-sized distributors in the larger tourist areas, such as Bagan, 
Yangon and Mandalay; they instead act as oligarchs over their specific handicraft 
VC.  
Most of the small-sized distributors that were interviewed had between 6 and 25 
staff members, with most of their stock purchased from other artisans and 
workshops. Up to 30 workshops supplied them with semi-complete and finished 
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products. These participants disclosed that their standard turnover was less than 
US$100,000 per year, explaining that they did not have computers or formal 
bookkeeping systems to know the exact figure. These small-sizes distributors are 
normally located off the main roads; some were paying tour guide commissions, 
while others were using basic promotion methods to attract tourists, such as 
handing out pamphlets or business cards at the main tourist destinations.  
4.5.1.2 Distributor Operational Costs  
Labour costs, raw material procurement, semi-finished or finished stock purchases 
and rental fees were the major costs experienced by the handicraft distributors 
interviewed and all reported that these costs were steadily increasing. The largest 
proportion of distributor capital was invested in handicraft stock items. Three of the 
distributors interviewed, explained that owning their own workshop and retail 
premises was a valuable asset, as they did not have to pay rent. Some were very 
thankful for the inheritance of the land and the prime location of their premises: 
“You know property, this is my inheritance from my parents and family, so I 
don’t have to buy this land. Big land and beautiful good location, this is very 
valuable, without it would have been very difficult. That is why I think I 
succeed in this business.” (Participant 7) 
Retail rental fees varied among the interviewed distributors that did not own their 
own premises. One well-established distributor previously paid little in rent, but 
these costs had increased dramatically due to rapid property price increases and 
new developments:   
“We now have to go. Have to go. We rented land here for 20 years – we 
built the building, but still renting land from government. Now they say we 
have to go because we cannot pay new rent. We never see land rent so high, 
before 1 lakh (US$90), now want 20 lakhs (US$1,800) per month. They just 
want the land to build new big building.” (Participant 5) 
Newer, recently-established distributors had to pay exorbitant rental fees that often 
ranked higher than the cost of stock and labour, as illustrated by the following 
comment:  
“We need to give higher rate of rental fees, so we have to add more in the 
selling prices to cover this expense. Rent is more than things we sell.” 
(Participant 25) 
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4.5.1.3 Distributor Financial Infrastructure 
To pay for stock purchases, many of the interviewed distributors transferred funds 
via banks. In Myanmar, bank transfers can be conducted without a bank account, 
for a small processing fee.  
Two each of the small- and medium-sized distributors conveyed pride in not having 
to take out any loans from family, friends and banks to run their handicraft 
business. Financial assistance in the form of bank business loans is limited in 
Myanmar; micro-finance loans are available at high rates of interest (20-35% per 
annum) (Duflos et al. 2013). Although these micro-finance loans are only for small 
amounts (up to US$500), which is insignificant in relation to the scale of most 
handicraft distributors’ business operations (respondents 4, 7 and 13). 
Since 2010, none of the interviewed distributors had experienced major economic 
shocks. Earlier in 2007, the combination of the Saffron Revolution and the global 
economic downturn, followed by Cyclone Nargis in 2008, had created a long-lasting 
economic shock for most of the distributors. This had resulted in three years of 
financial hardship, which many of the distributors were not prepared for. Based on 
the responses from the interviewed distributors, contingency planning seemed to 
be neglected as illustrated by the following comment:   
“We have some plans which we have prepared if the economic [situations] 
are better. But, we made no plans for the worse conditions to come.” 
(Participant 13)  
In contrast, half of these distributors had longer-term goals of opening other stores, 
while four wanted to export their handicrafts. Another three planned on retiring 
within three to five years, at which stage they would hand over the business to their 
children, while one believed that future plans depend on future investments and 
finances. Not one of these distributors had planned for future economic shocks. 
According to the interviews with handicraft distributors they appear to be doing 
extremely well in Myanmar, with demand for products outstripping supply. 
Furthermore, growth in market demand from locals, tourists and export markets 
had been forecasted (MoHT 2013). Yet despite the fact that most distributors in 
Myanmar are doing well financially, most of those interviewed for this study 
described themselves as ‘just doing okay’ and being ‘basically comfortable’. Only 
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one of these distributors believed that they were doing better than most other 
people in Myanmar (Participant 21).  
4.5.2 Distributor human resources management  
The primary findings relating to distributor human resources management, 
focussed on the number of staff, staff training, human resource challenges (such as 
lack of skilled artisans, decreased youth involvement and labour standards) and the 
firms and staff incomes as depicted in Figure 4.19 below. 
A lack of skilled artisans in the workforce was the main human resource challenge 
that faced many of the interviewed handicraft distributors. Four of the distributors 
stated few youths are interested in handicrafts, as also perceived by the artisans. 
Most distributors with workshops explained that many of their skilled artisans are 
like freelancers that work for daily payment, moving from workshop to workshop. 
Such artisans often leave to work in the bigger cities, while others go abroad 
seeking better employment prospects.  
Figure 4.19: Human resource management mapping 
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One distributor confirmed that minor accidents do at times occur at their workshop; 
otherwise health and safety was rarely raised among the interviewed handicraft 
distributors. Half of the distributors claimed to pay their skilled artisans less than 
5,000 MKK (US$4.20) per day, another three paid 7,000 MKK (US$5.80), and 
another two 10,000 MKK (US$8.40) per day. One distributor also commented that 
female artisans are typically paid much less, although no figures were obtained in 
relation to this. Another distributor that was a retail manager of a handicraft social 
enterprise branch and was being paid less than 5,000 MKK (US$3.90) per day, 
including allowances, complained: "It just covers my living expenses" (Participant 
25). Her retail staff (all women) were paid even less. 
The three interviewed distributors without production workshops had no issues 
with labour in their retail-only premises, although their general feeling was that the 
standard of retail staff could be improved. All of the distributors typically worked 14 
hours per day, seven days a week, as did most of their staff. The only time they 
generally took leave was during the annual Buddhist Water Festival (Thingyan), a 
national holiday held for one week in April.  
Most of the interviewed distributors also confirmed that the primary method of 
training in their handicraft retailing workshops was on-the-job training (9 out of 12). 
Although four of them conveyed very little interest in training their staff; the main 
reasons for not organising such training was time and money. In contrast, one 
distributor confessed they personally liked attending management and craft 
training courses to potentially meet new friends outside of work that were 
interested in similar things (Participant 16).  
Socialisation that included sharing creative aspects and general stories about 
handicrafts, within and outside of work, seemed to be highly enjoyed by some 
distributors, as expressed by one: 
“I love how creative it is. How close you [get] with the people you work, with 
the relations that you establish with people. I like the exciting part of selling 
the crafts, explaining to the customer the story about the crafts. Looking at 
the details and trying to improve the quality. It’s very good, very 
interesting.” (Participant 32) 
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4.5.3 Technology development 
Technology emerged as a primary theme in the distributor data, appropriate across 
various distribution management contexts including: 1) business management 
software; 2) communications and promotions; and 3) enhancing the scale and 
efficiencies in handicraft production.  
The medium–sized distributors interviewed all had computerised software that 
assisted them in financial record keeping, stock inventory, order processing and 
staff management. However, the small distributors still maintained manual paper 
records to perform these functions. 
The internet was mentioned by many of the distributors as a technology often used. 
Prior to 2010, the internet was not publicly available in Myanmar, mobile telephone 
SIM cards cost more than US$500, and fax machines had to be registered with the 
military government. Then from 2010 to 2012, only government-registered internet 
cafes provided public access to internet services. Since 2012, the cost of mobile 
phones and SIM cards dropped to US$2 and access to the internet was obtained via 
affordable monthly subscriptions with four official internet providers or 
telecommunications companies. However, the internet speed remained slow in 
Myanmar, meaning that it is still challenging to use, as confirmed by one of the 
interviewed distributors:  
“Before there was no communication, not very easy. Nowadays, very easy, 
better. Sometimes we can use Viber or even use Ooredoo 4G internet, scan, 
video. Internet is better than before, but not so faster if you compare it to 
other countries. Still, still very slow.” (Participant 27) 
While communications have dramatically improved in Myanmar since 2012, there is 
still a long way to go before it becomes efficient for business use. The basic tools 
including handheld electric tools often used in handicraft production were also 
highlighted as technological issues that did not enable larger volumes of production 
to occur:  
“Another constraint we have is that the [electric handheld] machines we 
have are very small … so in order to make larger volumes of production, it’s 
a very slow process.” (Participant 32) 
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In response, one of the distributors (Participant 7) was considering upgrading and 
discussed the use of computer aided machines to produce small, cheap (less than 
US$2 each) and mass-produced lacquer trinkets and the use of automated drying 
technology. They believed that such drying technology could also be used for all 
their products (mass-produced and authentic traditional handicrafts) and would not 
affect the authenticity of production even though drying time would speed up. It 
would seem that the concept of ‘tradition’ is having its boundaries widened within 
Myanmar’s handicrafts industries. 
4.5.4 Procurement and inbound logistics 
All the Myanmar distributors interviewed for this study were directly involved in 
procuring semi-finished and finished handicraft products. In this context, the 
primary themes that emerged from the data included procurement methods, order 
placement, procurement challenges, packaging of procured handicrafts, 
transportation, how payments are made, and raw material supplies for workshops. 
Figure 4.20 below has mapped out the primary aspects distributors are involved in 
when procuring handicrafts in Myanmar.  
Most of the raw materials required to produce handicrafts are easily sourced in 
Myanmar. Although some of the raw materials including silk, sequins, cinnabar, 
dyes and pigments are imported from China, India and Thailand, and then 
distributed by local suppliers (Participant 13). Wood in the form of logs and timber 
is the most difficult product to source due to strict laws regulating its purchase. As a 
result, various illegal practices have developed in an attempt to acquire it and if 
caught then heavy fines or jail terms are imposed (participants 5 and 13). Lacquer 
(thitsi) supply is decreasing (fewer trees and lacquer tappers), and has led to 
continuous price increases (Participant 7). 
201 
 
Figure 4.20: Procurement management mapping
 
The bamboo raw material is transported from Sagaing in central-north Myanmar via 
the Irrawaddy River typically on bamboo rafts that are stacked with mature 
bamboo. A man with a long bamboo pole steers the raft and its stock along the fast-
flowing river, stopping at all the villages along the way making sales to locals, 
tradesmen, artisans and workshop owners (Participant 7). In contrast, wood is 
purchased either in small quantities that is mostly from illegal agents or in large 
volumes via government auctions (Participant 5). The core issue with the 
procurement of both bamboo and wood supplies is waiting for the raw material to 
fully dry, which can take anywhere from six months to three years (participants 5, 7 
and 19). 
Furthermore, many of the interviewed distributors obtained finished and semi-
finished handicraft products in recycled polypropylene 25/50kg seed or fertiliser 
bags. These were always tightly packed with the stock, and the top sealed with 
nylon hay-bale string. The distributor’s name and address and a description of 
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goods would be written on the bags with a permanent marker, as shown in Figure 
4.21 below. One distributor remarked: “Yeah, there is no supplier packaging, it just 
arrives like that, in bags” (Participant 32). 
Figure 4.21: Packaging of procured goods  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Outside of bamboo and timber, procured stock is typically transported by bus in 
Myanmar. Also some interviewed distributors also mentioned boats, trains and 
trucks, highlighting that inbound logistics were often dependent on the size and 
quantity of stock. For example, large ceramic products were generally moved via 
trucks, with hay used to protect them, as explained in this comment:  
“We’ve been moving large ceramic pots from Mandalay to Yangon on rafts 
and in carts and trucks like this for hundreds of years. Very little damage.” 
(Participant 4)   
Four of the distributors complained about late and incorrect deliveries; sometimes 
stock was less than the amount that was ordered (participants 2, 13, 27 and 32). 
Distributors often had to travel vast distances across Myanmar to procure their 
handicraft stock, as a positive this often led to strong working relationships being 
developed (participants 2, 4, 5, 13, 25 and 32). Although textile, lacquerware and 
silversmith distributors often acted as centralised hubs within a specific handicraft 
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area, meaning travel needs were less. Once strong relationships were established 
with artisans and handicraft producers, the phone was often used instead of face-
to-face visits to re-order products.  
Payment for procured goods was usually via cash and/or bank transfers. All the 
medium-sized distributors had their own bank accounts, unlike the small-sized 
distributors. 
4.5.5 Production by distributors 
Primary distributor manufacturing themes that emerged from the data were: 
volume of production required to maintain their business; and the impact of 
whether they owned their own workshops or directly purchased from handicraft 
producers.   
Within this study it was found that in the Myanmar handicrafts VC, the medium-
sized distributors are both ‘backward integrated’ into production and ‘forward 
integrated’ into export channels. That is, not only do they sell via their retail stores, 
they also produce handicrafts in their workshops. Two of the interviewed 
distributors were also involved in producing and supplying their own raw materials 
(participants 4 and 7). In addition to this, the medium-sized distributors performed 
wholesaling and export services. This illustrates the medium-sized distributor’s 
extensive involvement throughout the entire Myanmar handicrafts VC.  
It was further found in this study that many of Myanmar’s handicraft production 
processes (some of which were discussed in Section 4.2.1) could be industrialised 
and thereby more efficient via technological mechanisation. Although this would 
mean that the human skill and creativeness in Myanmar’s handicraft production 
would be significantly reduced, and a large investment in know-how, plant and 
machinery would be required. Furthermore, even if the finished products looked 
the same, they could no longer really be called a handicraft, but simply a ‘craft 
product’. In Myanmar, handicraft production is mostly a small-scale industry 
whereby the artisans own their means of production and are their own masters. 
Thus, the context of manufacturing is highly relevant when defining handicrafts.  
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The main issue for Myanmar handicraft distributors stems from Porter’s (1985) 
classic question of whether to apply a cost leadership or a differentiation strategy? 
Myanmar’s handicrafts industries are artisanal in nature as well as passion-
intensive, which is more suited to a product differentiation than cost leadership 
strategy. This is because the volume produced is often small, products lack 
uniformity (each product and small batch is different), the industry is highly labour- 
and time-intensive, and high levels of human skill and drive are required to produce 
quality handicrafts. In contrast, the cost leadership strategy requires larger 
economies of scale, including mass production capacity, high levels of technology, 
uniformity in product and low human labour inputs and costs. None of this latter 
strategy applies to Myanmar’s handicrafts industries, yet some of its distributors 
appear to be attempting to adopt the cost leadership strategy in their business, as 
per the following comments: 
“I need to ensure the quality of the products, but also offer cheaper prices 
than the other shops … the biggest cost is the products.” (Participant 2) 
 “I am thinking now to make another shop, like you know ‘two dollar shop’ in 
Western country, so one shop for quality, high price, another for cheap 
things.” (Participant 7) 
“Making money is the most important; doesn’t matter which way you do it.” 
(Participant 21) 
4.5.6 Outbound logistics 
When conducting outbound logistic mapping, three themes emerged from the 
distributor segment data that specifically focussed on the type of business activity 
being conducted; retailing, wholesaling or exporting. Figure 4.22 below illustrates 
the various outbound logistical arrangements that most Myanmar handicraft 
distributors are involved in. 
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Figure 4.22: Outbound logistics management mapping 
 
When retailing, the main Myanmar handicraft consumer base are locals (residents 
and tourists). Three of the interviewed distributors were primarily focused on 
retailing to foreign tourists, meaning they sold more to foreigners, while the rest 
retailed more to locals (60-80% locals versus 20-40% foreigners). Wholesaling was 
around 20-30% of all distributor sales, and retailing 70-80%. On average, local retail 
customers represented 50-60% of overall sales, foreign tourist customers 15-20%, 
and wholesale businesses 20-30%. 
When packaging goods for retail sales, a majority of the interviewed distributors 
protected their products by wrapping them in newspaper with rubber bands, and 
placing them in disposable plastic bags for ease of carriage. A few used bubble-wrap 
or white butcher’s paper and placed the goods in printed plastic promotional bags 
(complete with logo) or locally hand-loomed cotton textile bags. Others use 
recycled paper boxes and recycled paper bags. Most customers walked out of the 
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retail space with their purchases; although larger items purchased by locals were 
often delivered to them via a bus service.  
When wholesaling handicrafts, half of the interviewed distributors verified that they 
distribute throughout Myanmar. The country’s main handicraft wholesale 
distribution centres were in Yangon, Mandalay, Bagan and Inle Lake. One distributor 
of Karen ethnic clothing located near the Thailand border wholesaled to businesses 
in the Ayeyarwaddy Delta in the central-west region of Myanmar, 500 kilometres 
from their premises. Further probing uncovered that many Karen people live in the 
Ayeyarwaddy Delta, leading to a large demand for this authentic clothing in that 
area. This distributor also exported across the border to refugee camps in Thailand, 
where other Karen people were located.   
Distributors’ wholesale customers were typically owners or managers of businesses 
such as retail shops, restaurants, and hotels in Myanmar. These customers would 
often personally visit the distributor’s premises to place their first order, as 
illustrated by the following comment:  
“We don’t need to go to their places to show our products. They come to 
buy at our shop.” (Participant 20)  
Once these relationships have been established, re-orders are usually conducted via 
the phone. The more delicate handicrafts sold at wholesale are then packaged in 
custom-built wooden freight boxes which are cheaper than purchasing cardboard 
boxes, and transported to the wholesale customers via bus or truck depending on 
their size. 
With respect to outbound logistics to foreign markets, eight of the interviewed 
distributors had performed some exporting of handicrafts internationally. Three of 
these were medium-sized distributors who explained that they assisted their 
foreign customers with these arrangements, by sourcing export agents in Yangon. 
The rest did not offer any exporting services; customers typically had to organise 
this from their end. Five of the eight small-sized distributors raised major 
restrictions that had hampered their exporting activity, including: lack of skilled 
artisans to complete large international orders; regulations for wood and gem 
products; complicated paperwork; and difficulty maintaining the standard of quality 
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expected from foreigners. These five distributors did not use export agents, 
believing that this would make things more complicated.  The four small-sized 
distributors that have never conducted foreign exports expressed a desire to 
become involved in the future.  
4.5.7 Marketing and sales 
This study’s primary thematic marketing mapping highlighted the product types 
sold by distributors, how product information was communicated, design variations 
and new product development, quality, market information, competition, pricing, 
retail customers and best tourist buyers, seasonality issues, competitive 
advantages, and tour guide commissions. Figure 4.23 below further illustrates the 
distributors’ marketing and sales involvement in the Myanmar handicraft sector.  
Figure 4.23: Marketing management mapping 
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4.5.7.1 Handicraft product types and product information 
The product types sold by the interviewed distributors included bamboo woven 
baskets, brassware and lathe-turned metal, ceramics, lacquerware, hand-loomed 
textiles, artisanal silver jewellery, woodcarving, embroidery, and wooden 
marionettes. The product information was usually disseminated via word-of-mouth, 
with the raw material suppliers explaining the nature of the materials to the 
producer, who then explained the production process and raw materials used to the 
distributor, who then (directly or via their sales assistants) explained all of this to 
their end customers. Some raw material and handicraft product suppliers also used 
catalogues, pamphlets or photos to disseminate information, while one of the 
distributors clarified that they often received new product information from the 
internet. With respect to market information, distributors generally obtained this 
via word-of-mouth including from customers, producers, suppliers and other 
businesses. Some highlighted how they obtained much of this information from the 
younger generation via the internet, and from mass media sources such as 
newspapers, TV news and radio. Two of the distributors complained that market 
information was often difficult to obtain in Myanmar, as illustrated by the following 
comment:  
"We live in Myanmar; we do not get information here from a long time ago." 
(Participant 5) 
4.5.7.2 Handicraft customers  
As discussed in in Sub-section 4.5.7.2, local customers represent the largest 
handicraft market base, although the smaller tourist market is rapidly expanding. 
The distributors interviewed stated that in terms of sales the best foreign customers 
were from Europe including France, Germany, Italy, Spain and Holland.  Customers 
from the USA were also viewed positively, particularly as they do not haggle on 
price; and Australian customers were also rated highly due to purchasing several 
items at once. Among the Asian countries, Japanese, Singaporean and Thai tourists 
were also ranked as good customers. In contrast, the Chinese were deemed as the 
worst customers by some interviewed distributors, as indicated in the following 
comment:  
“The customers who buy the less are Chinese. Always argue and rarely buy.” 
(Participant 20) 
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4.5.7.3 Handicraft quality  
Distributor discussions in this study about product quality led to the identification of 
three main levels of handicraft quality: low, medium and high. The time taken to 
produce a handicraft, the design complexity and the price were highlighted as the 
main differentiations between quality levels. High quality handicrafts are 
aesthetically pleasing, durable, functional, well-designed and comfortable to use. 
Some of the distributors believed that making high-quality products was the key to 
their business success (i.e. following a product differentiation strategy), as per the 
following comment:  
“If you focus on quality and design that will generate sales, and sales 
generate incomes!" (Participant 32)  
Four of the interviewed distributors claimed they had exceptional quality 
reputations among their customers, which was why they were financially successful. 
In contrast, another distributor and senior member of a craft association explained 
that he only sold medium- and low-quality handicrafts, because high-quality 
handicrafts were very difficult to come by. Any high-quality handicrafts that he 
found, he preferred to keep for himself in his private collection in a separate 
warehouse: 
 “I love them and they are not for sale.” (Participant 29) 
As previously discussed in Chapter 2, Sub-section 2.9.6, ‘generational deskilling’ (Lo 
2015) is occurring in the Myanmar handicraft industries, with the quality of 
handicrafts decreasing over time due to lower skill levels, faster production 
methods and inferior raw materials used to lower costs. Several interviewed 
distributors believed that products purchased from artisan suppliers were often 
lower in quality than what was produced in their own workshops (Participant 7). 
Although in this study’s earlier discussions with artisans, it was conveyed by that 
segment that low-quality production was driven by distributors not being willing to 
pay for higher quality products (participants 8, 9 and 15). Despite such comments, 
most of the distributors were satisfied with the level of quality received from 
suppliers, with one explaining that “… we get what we pay for” (Participant 2).  
210 
 
The interviewed distributors explained how product quality determines the price 
charged at retail. Three distributors explained how customers often want the 
highest quality but are not willing to pay the corresponding price. Yet when the 
products are low priced, customers often complain about the quality (participants 
5, 7 and 16). 
4.5.7.4 Handicraft pricing  
Most of the interviewed distributors explained there is no fixed method for 
determining prices. However, the 'cost-plus' pricing method appeared as most often 
used by distributors in Myanmar when introducing a new product into their range; 
minimal margins were added to the cost of standard handicraft products, whereas 
with unique products large margins were applied in pricing. Furthermore, some 
products that do not sell well are often liquidated at or below cost. The distributors 
indicated that it takes extensive price market testing and/or experience before the 
‘right’ retail price is established for each product (Participant 32). Based on the 
observations conducted in this study, some of the distributors charged their retail 
customers in US dollars. In interviews, the distributors argued that this was for the 
customer’s benefit. However, their in-store exchange rates were typically higher 
than the bank rates which lead to increased profits when converting the US dollars 
back to MMK.  
The interviewed distributors raised a variety of product cost issues. For example, 
buying from small producer workshops was often much cheaper than from other 
distributors based on the margins the latter added. Yet there was sometimes no 
choice but to buy at higher prices from fellow distributors, due to a lack of 
availability. It was perceived among many of the interviewed distributors that the 
most significant issue affecting the price to customers is the rising cost of raw 
materials (participants 4, 5, 7, 20 and 21):  
“Prices [of raw materials] always goes up, never comes down.”  
(Participant 7)  
4.5.7.5 Handicraft product trends 
Many of the distributor participants expressed the view that it was difficult to 
identify product trends. This was because they constantly changed; sometimes one 
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product was selling well, and then another product that had not been selling well 
would suddenly become popular:  
“Always changing. It was really hard for us to say what was our best-seller 
because it changed every month, I blame that fact on our customers being 
tourists from everywhere in the world, right. So you don’t really know what 
it is that they are going to buy. In terms of trends of products, very difficult 
to say.” (Participant 32) 
Despite such difficulties in predicting product trends, one of the distributors noted 
the rising popularity of recycled and up-cycled handcrafted products across tourist 
markets since 2013. Sales had continued to increase among both expat and 
repatriate tourist markets for such items including: rubbish bins, containers and 
lampshades made out of recycled plastic bags (collected from rubbish dumps) then 
melted together with a clothes-iron to create multi-coloured plastic sheets; 
salvaged and refurbished furniture; carry bags and papier-mâché products made 
out of recycled newspapers; bowls made from instant coffee packet sachets; and 
bags or wallets made from used tyre tubes.  
4.5.7.6 Handicraft logo’s 
Most interviewed distributors clarified that they do not purchase handicrafts from 
other producer workshops if they have the other workshop’s logo on them, similar 
feedback was provided by the artisans. This is despite the fact that logos have been 
recognised as a good distinguisher of quality standards (UNIDO 2014). A common 
belief among the distributors was that customers would know who produced the 
handicraft without such a logo; yet in observations, several distributor sales staff 
falsely told their customers that they made the products in their workshop. One 
distributor contended that it is the artisan producers that do not like putting their 
name or logo on their products:   
"Most artisans don’t like to write on the product. We want to see it as 
traditional item in general, and no logo is required.” (Participant 19) 
However, one interviewed artisan previously declared in this study that they were 
happy to use their logo or name on their products, because tourists liked them; but 
distributors would not buy from them if they did this.  
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4.5.7.7 New handicraft designs and products 
Most of the interviewed distributors obtained new product ideas from relatives, 
friends and customers. New designs were required to maintain repeat purchases 
from repeat customers while attracting new customers (Participant 13). Five of the 
distributors that were also producers tended to develop new designs by slightly 
modifying a pattern or colour, while others often created a totally different product. 
Other distributors would first buy newly designed products from producers and 
suppliers; then following successful test-marketing, they would either re-order or 
copy the product in their workshops in higher volumes. Such copying of designs and 
new products is commonplace in Myanmar: “Copies are always going to happen in 
Myanmar, even more and more nowadays” (Participant 32). Although the quality 
significantly varies between copies and originals; on the odd occasion, the copy has 
been acknowledged as better quality than the original (Participant 32). IP rights 
seemed to be a sensitive issue among the interviewed distributors; this was 
assumed to be because many of them do make copies. Thus, this topic was dropped 
from questioning in further interviews, to avoid discomfort. 
Based on observational data, IP protection is limited or poorly enforced and fake 
products or copy products are commonplace throughout various industries and 
markets in Myanmar. Furthermore, design creativeness amongst Myanmar artisans 
is lacking. Designers tend to be given high status and higher salaries than the 
general artisans and many simply believe that they cannot perform the work of a 
designer as it is a skill that they do not have. Breaking this belief appears difficult, 
especially amongst female artisans.   
4.5.7.8 Handicraft promotions 
The general feeling among the interviewed distributors was that little is required in 
terms of business promotion. Some believed that their reputation including via 
word-of-mouth was sufficient promotion, while some of the medium-sized 
distributors also used basic websites, pamphlets and road signage. That was the 
extent of most distributor promotions, with a far heavier reliance on tour guides to 
bring in customers.  
Silent business partnerships with local, national and international tour companies 
were often established by all the medium-sized and a few of the small-sized 
213 
 
distributors interviewed: “the tourists do not know about that" (Participant 13). 
Many of them were reliant on this type of business promotion, even though it 
represented a major financial leakage from local handicraft communities. Without 
this external tourism business, many of the distributors believed they would face 
severe financial difficulties: 
“Although commission makes our profit less, we have to pay them to bring 
customers to our shop.” (Participant 19)  
“It is like a service charge for them to promote our products and our 
business.” (Participant 13) 
4.5.7.9 Handicraft industry relationships and competition  
Nearly all of the interviewed distributors opined that establishing solid relationships 
was vital in the handicrafts sector, including with raw material and artisan suppliers. 
One participant inferred that a symbiosis exists between producer relationships and 
quality:  
“If no good relationship between each other, then the quality goes down.” 
(Participant 7) 
Six of the distributors did not perceive any competition, while another five believed 
they had many competitors. Those that stated no competition were generally the 
only handicraft retailer in their area and/or had been established for more than 20 
years. Among those that believed they had competitors, suggested that the low-
price, low-quality Chinese imports were a major competitive threat (participants 13, 
16 and 20). One of these distributors even saw the tourism industry as a form of 
competition, claiming that they take human resources from the handicraft sector 
(Participant 7).  
New designs and unique products, and a diverse range of products were considered 
to be the two most critical competitive advantages for handicraft distributors. Some 
of the interviewed distributors also believed that having the best quality at the 
lowest price was a major advantage, while others stated that their location and 
customer focus was a primary competitive advantage. Two of the distributors 
opined that their competitive advantage was based on their excellent reputation, 
having traded successfully for many years.  
214 
 
4.5.8 Distributor services 
Based on this study’s observations, there appears to be a lack of retail and 
wholesale customer services available from many of the small-sized handicraft 
distributors in Myanmar, even though they are socially kind and personable. In 
contrast, many of the medium-sized distributors offer high levels of customer 
service such as an air-conditioned environment, free cold drinks, tea and local 
sweets, credit card facilities, clean bathrooms, professional packaging, and delivery 
and loading services.  
4.5.9 Profit margins 
Based on interviews with the artisan and distributor segments, each member of a 
handicraft VC took ownership of goods after full payment was made (either by cash 
or bank transfer). Raw material producers and/or wholesale suppliers generally 
made a profit margin of 5-15% on their goods. Those producers selling semi-finished 
or finished handicrafts to retailers or other resellers usually made a 10% profit 
margin, while those selling directly to end customers often made 20%. In addition, 
distributors that sold handicraft goods wholesale to other retailers and resellers 
generally made 5-20% profit margins, while retailers that sold to the end customer 
could make anywhere between 10% and 65%.  
4.5.10 Distributor success drivers 
When the interviewed distributors were asked what drives their success, the most 
common responses related to producing and supplying quality products and 
attracting new customers for their Myanmar businesses. Other drivers included 
having good relationships with suppliers and customers, good staff, and unique 
products and new designs, as well as offering a variety of stock, operating from a 
convenient location, and facing little or no competition. None of the distributors 
identified the supply of tourists by tour guides as a success driver, despite the 
payment of tour guide commissions by many of the distributors, being conveyed as 
critical to their business sustainability. Figure 4.24 below maps out the primary 
success drivers as identified by the interviewed distributors. 
As discussed in Sub-section 4.5.5, it also became apparent in these interviews that 
many of the distributors are seeking success through a cost leadership strategy, 
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despite this often lowering the quality of the handicrafts produced. Those few 
distributors that were instead following a differentiation strategy generally did 
better financially.  
Figure 4.24: Distributor success drivers mapping 
 
4.5.11 Myanmar handicraft VCs – power and control conclusions 
In Myanmar, each handicraft industry VC is dominated by either one (monopolistic) 
or several (oligopolistic) distributors. These medium-sized businesses are typically 
involved in production, retail, wholesale and export, and employ over 50 staff. In 
the individual interviews with distributors, they often presented themselves as 
‘artisans’ or ‘retailers’; only through further probing discussion, observation and 
analysis did their full involvement in the VC become clear. This is possibly because 
most handicraft distributors in Myanmar start off as artisans that then create 
workshops followed by retail premises; although some instead inherit their 
production/retail/wholesale operations from their parents. 
4.5.12 Standard Structure of Myanmar Handicraft VCs  
Based on both this study’s artisan and distributor participant data, it would appear 
that most handicraft VCs in Myanmar obtain their raw materials locally, although 
some are also sourced internationally (e.g. cinnabar from India, and sequences and 
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lace from China). Furthermore, it would appear that some of the medium-sized 
producers have backward-integrated into raw materials and forward-integrated 
into exports. As a result VC power and control is concentrated among the medium-
sized distributors in Myanmar, as illustrated in figures 4.25a and 4.25b below. 
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Figure 4.25a: Standard Myanmar handicraft VC (1 of 2) 
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Figure 4.25b: Standard Myanmar handicraft VC (2 of 2) 
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4.6 Institutional Involvement in the Myanmar Handicraft Industries 
that affect Artisans 
4.6.1 Institutional structures and processes affecting Myanmar’s handicraft 
industries 
International institutions such as government (bilateral) agencies, UN (multilateral) 
agencies and international NGOs are primarily in Myanmar to support and 
strengthen its institutions through aid and development. A very small proportion of 
their work, funding and specialist consultants are directed at improving local 
artisans’ livelihoods. Myanmar institutions that affect artisans’ lives include relevant 
government departments, CSOs, cooperatives and associations, education facilities, 
local NGOs and handicraft philanthropists. This section now presents results from 
the interviews conducted with 12 local and international institutional managers 
directly involved in the Myanmar handicraft industries that have an effect on 
artisans’ livelihoods.   
4.6.1.1 Primary Myanmar Government structures affecting artisans  
While there are many government ministries and departments in Myanmar 
responsible for certain aspects and functions of the Myanmar handicraft VCs and 
artisan livelihoods, tangible results showing how they have assisted artisans and 
handicraft VCs is limited. Figure 4.26 below summarises the core government 
structures and associated laws in place (as at 2016) that affect artisans’ lives in 
Myanmar, as derived from interviews conducted with artisans, distributors and 
institutional managers, and supplemented with literature. Figure 4.27 next 
highlights the linkages between these government institutions and Myanmar’s 
handicraft industries VCs; weak, strong and past links developed via this study’s 
interviews and observations, as well as from the literature including past handicraft 
projects (e.g. CBI 2016; Lo 2015; UNIDO 2014; Vlahek 2015, 2017). However, it 
should be pointed out that these linkages were not verified with the study 
participants and therefore require further testing. 
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Figure 4.26: Myanmar Government structures affecting handicraft livelihood and development 
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Figure 4.27: Myanmar Government handicraft linkages   
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In Myanmar, there are two ministries involved in managing handicraft enterprise 
licences and registrations: 1) MOAI, SSID; and 2) Ministry of Industry, Directorate of 
Industrial Supervision and Inspection (DISI) and its Central Department of Small 
Medium Enterprise Development (SMED). At the time of data collection (2016), the 
distinction between micro (SSID’s role) and small enterprises (SMED’s role) 
regarding handicraft enterprises remained blurred; with internal government 
discussions underway to clarify enterprise definitions and to determine SSID’s role 
in the future (Participant 36).  
The SSID is the primary government department responsible for the registration 
and promotion of micro/small household businesses. This includes all craft 
household enterprises in Myanmar, such as traditional handicrafts and modern 
forms of craft production (as located in the centre of Figure 4.27). The SSID’s role is 
to uphold the Promotion of Cottage Industries Law (1991), and the amendment to 
Promotion of Small-Scale Industries Law (2011) with the following definition:  
“Small-scale industry means cottage industry which have not more than nine 
workers (which use power of above 0.25 hp and under 5 hp), and cottage 
handicraft industries which have more than three workers and which 
produce or process goods by members of a family or by hiring workers or 
collectively.” (Promotion of Small-Scale Industries Law 2011)                        
NB: ‘hp’ refers to horsepower. 
Under the original Promotion of Cottage Industries Law 1991 (SLORC 1991), 
registration was voluntary; registration became compulsory after the 2011 
amendment for household enterprises with three to nine staff.  Those with 10 or 
more staff were required to register under the SME Development Law (2015).  
The SMED is under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Industry and the DISI 
(Participant 36). It performs under the SME Development Law (2015), which lists the 
rules and regulations for SME entrepreneurs and all business associations in 
Myanmar regarding their registration and other procedures as shown in Figure 4.27. 
For example, retail, wholesale or service businesses with up to 30 employees are 
small enterprises, while those with 31-60 staff are considered medium enterprises. 
In addition, manufacturing businesses with up to 50 employees are deemed as 
small, while those with 51-300 staff are considered medium-sized. Furthermore, 
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labour-intensive manufacturing businesses with up to 300 workers are considered 
as small enterprises, while those with between 301 and 600 employees are 
considered medium (SME Development Law 2015).  
As further explained by one of the interviewed institutional managers, the SSID; 
“performs registering procedures for the micro level industries and initiates the 
development of such industries. Roughly to say, we hold all registration cases for 
micro level businesses” (Participant 36). This means that the SSID looks after the 
registration and promotion of all types of enterprises and not just those involved in 
handicrafts so long as they have less than 10 employees. Thus, handicraft 
enterprises are either obliged to follow SSID or SMED regulations, depending on 
how many staff they have.  
As discussed previously in Sub-section 4.5.2, this study found that many of the 
artisans that work outside of their family households are daily contract workers (not 
full-time staff). A medium-sized distributor may therefore have 55 artisan workers 
on a given day and 28 on the following, depending on orders and how many 
artisans actually turn up for work on any given day (Participant 13). This means that 
in alignment with the SMED laws, a distributor could be a medium-sized enterprise 
one day, and a small one the next day. Enterprise size also affects the regulations 
and taxations that must be complied with, which can be complicated in the 
handicraft industries, particularly when very few micro and small handicraft 
enterprises understand these recent laws, let alone abide by them. This lack of 
understanding places a large degree of separation between the government, 
government officials and these enterprises, which can lead to corrupt practices.  
Another government department involved with the handicraft industries is the 
MOAI, which now houses the Cooperatives Department, formerly the Ministry of 
Cooperatives (pre-April 2016). This department is responsible for the Cooperatives 
Societies Law (1992) and has over 40,000 of these societies registered throughout 
Myanmar. Some of these cooperative societies are comprised of artisan members 
with less than nine employed (micro households), then these societies come under 
the jurisdiction of SSIDs Promotion of Cottage Industries Law, and Amendments 
(1991, 2011). If a cooperative society is comprised of artisan members with more 
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than nine staff, it falls under the authority of SMED Law (2015). Yet the Cooperative 
Department is required to coordinate and register them accordingly. Further 
complicating these links, some of the artisanal ‘cooperative syndicates’ are also 
members of the national Union of Myanmar Federation of Chambers of Commerce 
and Industry (UMFCCI), that also has regulatory powers in Myanmar.  
In regard to general handicraft trade in Myanmar and exporting, the MOC is 
responsible with departments in trade, consumer affairs as well as an international 
trade promotion organisation (MYANTRADE). MYANTRADE has:  
“… the responsibility to promote trade and to organise trade promotion 
activities such as trade fairs, exhibitions and business trade delegation 
missions for international events; as well as responsibility for the National 
Export Strategy [NES], with assistance from the ITC and funding from GIZ 
[German Aid Agency].” (Participant 35)  
According to Participant 35 in this study, Myanmar’s National Export Strategy (NES) 
was a five-year project that commenced in 2013, with five of the following priority 
sectors for international trade being identified by MYANTRADE: beans and pulses; 
textiles and garments; fisheries; rubber; and tourism. The handicraft industries 
were included as part of the tourism sector. As the MoHT is the ministry focused on 
Myanmar’s tourism development, it was involved in the MYANTRADE NES from a 
tourism export perspective, including relevant implementation procedures and 
those that relate to the handicraft industries (Participant 35).  
In addition, the MYANTRADE Director explained that they know what needs to be 
done regarding Myanmar’s primary exports in the NES, but do not have the 
necessary funds to implement their strategies, as illustrated by the following 
comment:   
“We have the strategies, now we need the funding to implement the 
strategies.” (Participant 35) 
MYANTRADE also works closely with the UMFCCI that acts as a CSO representing 
Myanmar’s private sector enterprises, with over 30,000 members. Most of 
MYANTRADE’s activities are implemented in close partnership with the UMFCCI and 
development donors (i.e. bilateral agencies). Together, they have established a 
strong public and private partnership (P3) system of governance, according to the 
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MYANTRADE Director (Participant 35). To be selected to attend export promotions 
such as international trade fairs, the handicraft industries individual producers need 
be UMFCCI members, selected and sponsored by the UMFCCI or MoHT.  
The MoHT also has a strong P3 alliance with the Myanmar Tourism Federation 
(MTF); but unlike the UMFCCI, the MTF only has 11 association members of which 
the Myanmar Souvenir Entrepreneurs Association (MSEA) represents the handicraft 
industries on the tourism development platform. Based on a preparatory meeting 
conducted for this study on the 16th of September 2013, with the Chairman and 
three board members; it appeared that the MSEA mostly represents distribution 
channel perspectives on tourist souvenirs, with little input from micro and small 
artisanal producers. For example, the MSEA leadership had visions of establishing 
large-volume production facilities for handicrafts, involving factories of up to 300 
hand-process workers that would still be called ‘small enterprises’ under SME 
Development Law (2015). The Chairman of MSEA stated that “The products are still 
produced by hand – so we can still call them ‘handicrafts’”. Such statements as well 
as the vision of factories with hundreds of process workers shows little regard for 
artisanal livelihoods and traditional ICH cottage industries; yet they represent all the 
handicraft industries involved in Myanmar’s tourist development. 
To offer an alternative voice for the many micro and small artisan producers, in 
2015, the MACA was formed by six founders with the sole purpose of protecting 
and promoting arts and crafts in Myanmar (Participant 29). With just over 100 
members, there remains the potential to grow this association; although some 
internal conflicts of interest were detected during this study’s interviews. For 
example, while both the Vice-president and Secretary conveyed a genuine passion 
towards the traditional handicrafts in Myanmar, they also seemed eager to mostly 
promote the chain of handicraft retail outlets they each owned. Due to a lack of 
funds, MACA activities are presently limited to attending exhibitions and trade fairs 
with MYANTRADE support (Participant 29).  
Another relevant institution, the MORAC was established in April 2016 when the 
former Ministry of Culture and the former Ministry of Religious Affairs were 
combined. MORAC is responsible for the Department of Archaeology, National 
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Museum and Library, Department of Fine Arts, Department of Historical Research 
and the National University of Arts and Culture (NUAC) in Yangon and Mandalay 
(Participant 37). It would seem logical that the Department of Fine Arts and NUAC 
would have some linkages with the Myanmar’s handicraft industries, however, as 
explained by the Permanent Secretary of MORAC:   
“[We are] not directly involved in the handicraft industries ... In regard to 
promoting handicrafts, the former Ministry of Cooperatives, Small Scale 
Industries Department has had a very long history of promoting Myanmar 
handicrafts. They are involved in the marketing and recruiting issues, 
unfortunately they have not had successful results.” (Participant 37)  
In contrast, a Director of SSID stated in their interview that they are not mandated 
to take responsibility for the handicraft industries since the NLD came into power 
early in 2016, but feel obliged to take responsibility:  
“No clear responsibility or accountability is assigned to us. We are currently 
taking such responsibility. We can say we have been re-establishing the 
development of the handicraft sector recently. This is not because we are 
ordered and instructed under a certain regulation, but we ourselves take such 
responsibility. As far as I’m concerned, I think our SSID should look after the 
handicraft sector.” (Participant 36) 
Such results from the institutional manager interviews indicate there is no clear 
government authority, responsibility or regulation for the handicraft industries, 
despite it representing the fourth largest employment industry in Myanmar.  These 
findings show that the primary institutions involved in the handicraft industries are 
scattered throughout an array of government structures, registered associations 
and cooperatives and ministerial jurisdictions, covered by different laws. This 
further highlights a general governmental disregard and/or inability to satisfy the 
interests of Myanmar handicraft artisans and their associated handicraft industries.  
4.6.1.2 Peripheral government structures affecting artisans 
None of the linkages between peripheral government structures (as illustrated in 
Figure 4.28) directly assist artisans; however, they still have an impact on their 
livelihoods. For example, the Myanmar Ministry of Planning and Finance (MOPF) are 
responsible for the formulation and implementation of national monetary and 
financial policies (Myanmar Ministry of Planning and Finance - MOPF 2017). Its 
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departments include the Budget Department, the Internal Revenue Department, 
the Customs Department, the Revenue Appellate Tribunal, and the Pension 
Department. The MOPF is also responsible for the Myanmar Foreign Trade Bank 
(MFTB) (MOPF 2017). All these departments have an effect on artisan in an indirect 
manner. Some of the artisans interviewed did not want to register their enterprises 
under the Cottage Industries Law 1991 & 2011 and SME Development Law 2015, as 
they see no benefit other than allowing the MOPF to collect taxes (participants 1, 22 
and 24). Furthermore, the MFTB and Customs Department procedures are often 
complex, as verified by the SSID Director:  
“Rather complex procedures which micro and small handicraft enterprises 
find too restrictive when attempting to do export trade.” (Participant 36)    
Another of such periphery government bodies includes the Myanmar Ministry of 
Labour (MOL), under its National Employment and Skills Development Department 
(NESD), established the National Skills and Standards Authority (NSSA) in 2007 
based on the P3 principles (NESD 2016). The NSSA was tasked to establish the 
National Occupational Skills Framework, which resulted in the four-level national 
competencies. Since 2007 until 2017, NSSA has drawn up 173 standard 
competencies for selected occupational areas in collaboration with 14 sectorial 
committees (NESD 2016); none had been established for the craft sector or any of 
handicraft industries (the fourth largest employment industry in Myanmar).  
A further periphery government body, the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environmental Conservation through Myanmar’s Forest Department upholds the 
Forest Law (1992) and Forestry Rules (1995) (Ministry of Natural Resources & 
Environmental Conservation - MONREC 2017). The Myanmar Timber Enterprise 
(MTE) is solely responsible for the harvesting and marketing of timber on-behalf of 
the Forest Department (MTE 2017), meaning that ‘legal’ timber must be stamped 
and administered by the MTE (as illustrated in Figure 4.28). As previously 
mentioned in Sub-section 4.2.3.9, artisans often find it difficult to legally obtain 
timber due to the expensive and complex processes involving a lot of paperwork to 
purchase and claim ownership of timber; these processes leave the timber trade 
highly susceptible to internal corruption at both the micro (harvesting) and macro 
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(paperwork) levels. Furthermore, volumes are large at MTE timber auctions, and 
most artisans do not require that much timber and cannot afford to purchase such 
large allotments (participants 1, 10 and 22). Thus, artisans often have no choice but 
to obtain their timber from other non-legal sources, with the risk of facing severe 
punishments if caught.   
For example, the woodcarvers interviewed in this study preferred to buy small 
quantities of logs from wood traders they had established relationships with. One of 
these interviewed artisans confirmed that the sizes of these logs were between 6 
inches to 2 feet in diameter, and 1.5 feet to 9 feet in length (Participant 10). In fear 
of the authorities (e.g. police), each log had to be stored across numerous locations 
for one to two years to dry properly; friends were often asked to store them 
including at their houses. One of the woodcarvers even had a school principal friend 
who kept several logs for him at the school premises. If the police see several logs in 
a pile they will enquire after the paperwork, knowing that most woodcarvers will 
not have this; an opportunity to extort money. If the woodcarver does not pay, they 
could be taken to jail for three to six months:  
“Once I keep a pile of legal logs at my workshop. I bought it legally from 
government with other woodcarvers and we all had the paperwork. I think, I 
have no problems. The police come, I show them my papers and they tear it 
up. Then ask me to pay money. What can I do? I have to pay them money.” 
(Participant 1)     
These results highlight the complexity of Myanmar government structures, which 
includes periphery government institutions that indirectly affect artisans. The 
results appear to show a general lack of support due to poor institutional structures 
and policies, managers appeasing their own needs and wants, and limited 
interdepartmental coordination on behalf of the handicraft industries and their 
artisans. It was, therefore surmised in this study that the country’s government 
institutional structures fail to meet the needs of artisans. 
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Figure 4.28: Peripheral government structures affecting handicraft livelihood and 
development 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.6.1.3 Multilateral agencies affecting artisans  
Multilateral agencies and their resources often have a major impact on 
socioeconomic development in developing countries. Most multilateral agencies 
(such as the United Nations) offer a vast amount of funds and specialised global 
technical expertise to support national governments, CSOs, NGOs and other 
institutions in their endeavours to assist with pro-poor development (de Haan 2009; 
Kent, Armstrong & Obrecht 2013; OECD 2005). Although these agencies have been 
MOL 
NSSA 
 
NESD 
Ministry of 
Environmental 
Conservation and 
Forestry 
Forestry Law 
(1992) / Forestry 
Rules (1995) 
Forestry 
Department 
MTE 
Micro Finance 
Business Law 
(2011) 
MOF  
Pension 
Department 
Customs 
Department 
Internal Revenue 
Department 
Budget 
Department 
MFTB 
 230 
 
criticised in the literature, no-one has suggested they stop their work altogether 
(Bouguignon & Sundberg 2007; Hout 2012). In this study, the MYANTRADE and SSID 
managers explained that without these multilateral agencies’ expertise and funds, 
they would be unable to afford socioeconomic development plans (participants 35 
and 36).   
As at the beginning of 2017, the main multilateral agencies involved in Myanmar’s 
handicraft sector were: UNDP, UNESCO, UNIDO, ITC and the International Labour 
Organization (ILO). These and other linkages among Myanmar’s multilateral 
agencies are illustrated in Figure 4.29 below. 
In the 2014/15 Myanmar financial year, UNDP offered 21 training workshops as a 
collaborative program with SSID in four Myanmar states (Kachin, Kayah, Shan and 
Kayin); all impoverished regions. While this programme was not set up to 
specifically assist artisans, some of them were retrained as motorcycle mechanics, 
tailors or food preservists. UNDP provided the funds and SSID supported with 
technological equipment, as well as expert professionals and trainers (Participant 
31).  
Also in 2014, Myanmar’s Ministry of Cooperatives (now defunct) requested UNDP 
to assist with the redevelopment of its Saunders Weaving School (participants 31 
and 36). As part of its Civil Society Capacity Building Program, UNDP conducted 
research in relation to employable skills in Myanmar; followed by a Spot Diagnostic 
Study in 2015 focused on the Myanmar textile industry VC. This activity resulted in 
the unpublished report on Myanmar’s textile industry prepared by craft consultant 
Joseph Lo (2015); an internal working document that was shared with this 
researcher. This report recommended the Saunders Weaving School become a 
Centre of Excellence, involving both automated and hand-loom industries. The 
UNDP subsequently obtained the relevant funding for this project (Participant 31) 
(see relevant links in Figure 4.29). 
Again in 2014, UNIDO established two pro-poor cluster development pilot programs 
specifically relating to Myanmar’s lacquerware and textile handicraft industries: 1) 
Lacquerware Cluster in Bagan; and 2) Textile Weaving Cluster in Miekthila and 
Wundwin (Participant 33).  
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Figure 4.29: Multilateral agency links to Myanmar handicraft industries  
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The UNIDO lacquerware project was conducted in collaboration with SSID (in the 
former Ministry of Cooperatives), while the textile weaving project was in 
partnership with the Ministry of Industry (in SMED).  While there was traditional 
handicraft context in these pilot programs, the head of UNIDO (Myanmar) admitted 
that the Meikthila Textile Cluster project involved semi-automated machines:  
“… which academically may or may not be defined as handicraft or even 
craft production.” (Participant 33)   
This institutional manager further clarified that these UNIDO pilot programmes had 
two core objectives in mind:  
“The first one is to test the cluster development methodology in an industry 
that is technically not too complex, and to really focus on the challenges 
related to the linkages between the people in the cluster. Then the other 
objective is to support the handicrafts sector where we see a very strong, 
pro-poor potential for development. The goals included developing 
economic, social and environmentally sustainable projects.” (Participant 33)   
After the initial diagnostic study was conducted for the pilot programmes, the 
projects were funded by the Italian Development Cooperation (IDC), and a 
community development agent (CDA) was appointed for each. The CDAs were there 
to facilitate these pro-poor development programs; the ‘glue’ that built community 
and industry cluster trust (Participant 33). UNIDO offered a range of support to all 
programme participants including lacquerware artisans as the producers, local 
training facilities, local government institutions and banks. These included:   
“Technical and organisational skills training in business process re-
engineering, marketing, design, product development and on technological 
issues. We also gathering and strengthening their local, foreign tourist and 
export market intelligence, by including international study tours and 
exhibitions.” (Participant 33) 
Those that actively participated in the clusters benefited the most, even though 
they were not poor or in need of development assistance (Participant 33). As 
clarified by the UNIDO institutional manager, “the more dynamic ones tend to get 
more out of it, in benefit” (Participant 33). In this case the ‘more dynamic’ 
participants, referred to family members of the medium-sized distributors. After a 
budget of US$5 million was expended, the program was reviewed by UNIDO. It was 
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subsequently found that those with extrovert, proactive and leadership qualities 
(i.e. who were generally already community/business leaders) gained the most from 
the UNIDO pro-poor development pilot programs. Although many benefits were 
obtained from the programmes, limited success was achieved in genuinely assisting 
poor artisans (Participant 33).   
UNESCO is another multilateral agency involved in handicraft development. 
UNESCO has a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the MORAC, involving 
various programs and activities in relation to the conservation and safeguarding of 
cultural heritage. In terms of ‘safeguarding cultural heritage’, tangible buildings and 
handicrafts are only one element and the documented traditional skills deemed as 
ICH being the other. However, UNESCO’s primary focus in Myanmar is on World 
Heritage listings, firstly for Bagan, Inle Lake and then the Mt Khakaborazi natural 
site (Participant 39).  
In addition to World Heritage listing work, under MORAC, UNESCO ran three 
training programs for the Department of Archaeology and state museum curators, 
under the scope of the collection of all kinds of ICH (Participant 39). As a result, Inle 
Lake is on the tentative list to become a World Heritage site:  
“It is naturally as well as culturally rich. Inle Lake has 10 villages that 
produced 10 types of handicrafts, so we gave them training on the protocols 
of how to collect documents, how to include community participation, and 
methods of collecting the documentation for all these cultural elements.” 
(Participant 39)   
Additional ICH training under the same programme was conducted in Myitkyina, 
Putao and Namon in Kachin State took place during 2016. Furthermore, UNESCO 
assisted MORAC in preparing a formal ICH funding application (which involved 
handicrafts) for the World Heritage status for Bagan (Participant 39).  
Another UN organisation the ILO has been involved in promoting employment 
growth and ‘decent work’ across key economic sectors of Myanmar that have been 
recognised for their strong employment-creation potential. Garments, fisheries and 
tourism have been identified as the three sectors with the most potential. While the 
ILO does not have any employment growth programmes specifically targeting 
 234 
 
handicraft artisans, some artisans have attended ILO training in relation to human 
resource management, labour legislation, skills and productivity, and workplace 
relations (ILO 2017).  
Furthermore, the ITC has offered indirect training to develop Myanmar handicraft 
artisan livelihoods via its community-based tourism (CBT) project in Kayah State (ITC 
2017). This CBT project was administratively supported by the MOC and 
MYANTRADE, and funded by the Netherlands Government (ITC 2017). In this study, 
observation by overtly participating as a tourist/researcher in this CBT project in 
Kayah State showed that handicraft production was being superficially used in the 
project as a tourist activity. That is, local community was not involved in commercial 
handicraft activity, yet attempted to portray this image to tourists when they visited 
their traditional homes. While being welcomed into the Padaung ethnic people’s 
homes was a special cultural experience, through this researchers perspective it was 
greatly diminished when the hosts attempted to falsely portray themselves as 
artisans.  
Although there are many multinational agencies operating in Myanmar, at the time 
of this study only UNIDO had two projects that directly targeted development 
assistance to artisans. Further discussion on multilateral agencies involvement with 
Myanmar artisans can be found in Section 4.6.2. 
4.6.1.4 Bilateral agencies affecting artisans 
Government aid agencies in Myanmar primarily act as donors that fund projects; 
that is, they rarely implement the programmes. In this study, international 
government aid agencies that only fund handicraft development programmes in 
Myanmar include IDC, the SDC and the BC. The Japanese International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA) and the German Federal Enterprise for International Cooperation 
(GIZ) both fund and run projects. However, these projects indirectly assist in 
Myanmar’s handicraft development. Figure 4.30 below shows the funding links that 
bilateral agencies have with other institutions (as discussed in Sub-section 4.6.1.3), 
on projects that assist Myanmar artisans.   
For example, the IDC paid US$5 million to fund the Fostering Pro-poor and Inclusive 
MSME Development in Myanmar project (2014-2016) with implementing partners 
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being the Ministry of Industry and UNIDO (Participant 33). This funding directly 
assisted in UNIDO’s Bagan lacquerware and textile cluster projects (as discussed 
previously in Sub-section 4.6.1.3.). IDC has also been involved in supplying funding 
to rural sustainable development, sustainable tourism development, cultural 
heritage and institutional capacity building programs in Myanmar; some of this has 
been aimed at assisting the Myanmar handicraft industries and its artisans. 
However, this study was unable to ascertain how much of the IDC funding actually 
reached artisans in Myanmar or how successful these other projects were in 
assisting them. According to all the artisans interviewed in this study, none of the 
IDC funded projects reached them.  
The SDC funded its first handicraft project in Myanmar in 2013, as clarified in an 
interview with its Senior Program Officer: 
“The objective of the Craft to Art project was to take the craft sector to a 
higher level; bringing [together] craftspeople, both men and women, to 
develop some more artistic …none repetitive…more creative items…and sell 
those items at better prices [giving them] better living conditions in the 
end.” (Participant 38)  
This Craft to Art project was first conceived by New Zero Art Space, a local Yangon 
gallery, and was implemented with BC support. The SDC agreed to assist with 
funding after the conception of the project, to enhance marketing and product 
design specifically for the Myanmar local market (Participant 38). 
Another government aid agency, GIZ had withdrawn from Myanmar in 1996 when 
EU sanctions had been re-imposed and recommenced its aid programs in 2012, 
when the EU sanction had been lifted (GIZ 2017). GIZ focuses its support on 
promoting Myanmar’s Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
programme, aimed at strengthening the private sector and developing the financial 
sector. One artisan that was interviewed had attended a SME training program held 
by GIZ at Inle Lake. This training did not specifically target artisans; however, such 
training does offer indirect support to members of Myanmar’s handicraft VCs.  
Furthermore, the JICA supplied funding for the project focused on establishing a 
Pilot Model for Regional Tourism Development (2015 -2017) in Bagan, Myanmar. 
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This funding also indirectly assisted the lacquerware industry by promoting it via a 
website titled Wonderbagan (JICA 2017).   
Figure 4.30: Bilateral agency links to handicraft industries 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
N.B.: Levels of authority not shown. 
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e Sviluppo Onlus - CESVI (Italian); and Turquoise Mountain (UK). Figure 4.31 below 
illustrates the network linkages between these international NGOs and other 
institutions involved in development programs for the Myanmar handicraft 
industries and their artisans. 
In 2012, AA commenced a programme in Myanmar focused on craft training for 
women and in 2013 established the SEDN particularly to assist women in the dry-
zone areas around Bagan. At the time of the study, SEDN ran 10 training centres 
across 112 villages and a total of 1,200 women had completed their craft 
programme in the Bagan area (Participant 30). The women had primarily worked in 
agriculture and were given an opportunity to develop alternative livelihoods by 
deciding whether they were interested in sewing, textile weaving, rattan weaving or 
jewellery-making. The training programme took three to four months to complete 
and included all the necessary trade skills, such as procuring locally sourced raw 
materials and quality control measures to produce the crafts. Furthermore, they 
were trained on marketing and book keeping, in order to viably earn an income 
(Participant 30). 
Francious-Xavier Bagnoud International (FXB) is a French NGO operating in Yangon 
that runs a vocational training and life skills program aimed at young people at risk 
of HIV and human trafficking (mostly females) to become economically self-
sufficient. FXB offers professional training to around 250 young people every year, 
helping them to acquire the necessary handicraft skills to get a job in a factory or a 
workshop, and to even open their own workshop.  
CESVI (Italian NGO) were involved in a Myanmar sanitation and waste management 
project funded by IDC and supported by Yangon City Development Committee 
(YCDC). This led to the Chu Chu project that began in 2013, involving a combined 
workshop and gallery that supports five families that make a living from recycling 
products found in a rubbish dump located in Dala, across the river from Yangon. The 
purpose of this project was to facilitate the recycling and up-cycling of waste 
products via handicraft skills. While this project’s IDC funding has ceased, the 
designers that it established continue to sell their recycled products through various 
social enterprise channels in Myanmar. 
 238 
 
Figure 4.31: International NGO links to handicraft industries 
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4.6.1.6 Educational institutions  
Myanmar’s primary universities were shut down by the military government in 
1988, and were fully re-opened in 2013, one year after democratic elections were 
held (Holland 2014). Among the few alternative educational institutions established 
during those 25 years, all had to rigidly obey the dictates of the authoritarian 
military government (Holland 2014). These institutions were often placed in isolated 
rural settings so that students could not easily ‘revolt’ against the military junta in 
urban areas. Furthermore, non-political academics and evidence-based research 
was intentionally limited, this lack of knowledge base continues to have an effect on 
the country.  
The military government was well-aware of the significant role that religion and 
culture play in the lives of Myanmar citizens. To influence such aspects via 
educational channels they established the National University of Culture in 1993, 
which became the NUAC (in 2009) and is run by MORAC (Participant 34).  
The NUAC Sculpture Department degree course takes four years to complete and 
has an annual quota of between 50 and 60 students. Yet one of the interviewed 
institutional managers from NUAC noted that only between 5 and 10 students on 
average enrolled in the course per year (Participant 34). This means that Myanmar 
students were not very interested in undertaking sculpture as a career. 
As acknowledge by the MORAC institutional manager during interview, even though 
the NUAC is the leading sculpture institution in Myanmar: “The role played by NUAC 
in handicrafts is very limited” (Participant 37). It is evident that MORAC and NUAC 
play a limited role in the education and wellbeing of artisans and the handicraft 
industries in general in Myanmar.   
Furthermore, the SSID has under its jurisdiction 14 weaving schools across 
Myanmar, as well as the Lacquerware Technology College in Bagan. The most 
famous of these is the over 100-year-old Saunders Weaving School in Amarapura 
Township, Mandalay. As previously discussed in Sub-section 4.6.1.3, the UNDP 
launched a program to upgrade the SSIDs, Saunders Weaving Institute in 2016 to 
become a centre of excellence for weaving.  SSID also runs basic weaving 
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programmes at schools that are located in Myitkyina, Loikaw, Hpaan, Mindat, and 
Kyaukme, while the higher-level weaving programmes are run at weaving schools 
are in Falam, Monywa, Meikhtila, Shwe Taung, Pakukku, Mudon, Sittwe and 
Taungyi. These courses range from six months for the basic programmes to two 
years for high-level programmes (Participant 36).  
The Lacquerware Technology College in Bagan (now under SSID direction) 
commenced in 1924 as the Lacquerware Vocational Training School. In 2003 it was 
reformed into a college with two-year diploma courses (Participant 36). Since then, 
the local lacquerware community in Bagan has had limited access to the college 
unless they are under 20 years of age and have a high school certificate, which 
many do not. This was further explained by the Director of SSID:   
“What shall I say … it is the weak point of our education system. When 
someone passes the matriculation standard, he can join the Lacquerware 
College and study for two years there. When they finish Lacquerware 
College, they can join the Cooperatives College at Meik Hti Lar Economic 
University … It is natural here that a graduate does not usually practise what 
he learnt and what he is going to do. Even though they know how to do 
lacquerware, they end up becoming bankers.” (Participant 36) 
Another educational institution is the Yangon Centre for Vocational Training (CVT) 
that was created in 2002 by a group of Swiss vocational teachers that replicated 
their country’s vocational training system; funded by SDC it is still operational 
today. CVT conducts vocational skill training in wood and metal, art and craft, 
textiles and creative works and also runs apprenticeship courses in cabinet making 
and metal work.  
Figure 4.32 illustrates the educational linkages in Myanmar that contribute to the 
skills and knowledge of artisans and therefore have the potential to improve their 
livelihoods.     
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Figure 4.32: Educational links to handicraft industries 
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knowledge of tourists and expats on the demand side. When this knowledge is 
shared with suppliers (the artisans), it allows the artisan producers to properly meet 
the demands of the tourist markets. This is of benefit to both sides of the market; 
for example, one interviewed artisan explained how she gained ideas from a social 
enterprise called Hla Day and then ended up selling her lacquerware works to them 
in Yangon (Participant 9).  
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4.6.1.8 Philanthropists and grassroots leaders  
This study found that most of the local and international philanthropists and grass 
root-level leaders perform similar handicraft development work in Myanmar. The 
difference between the two is that the philanthropists generally have money 
available to undertake micro and small projects, while grass root leaders often work 
with extremely limited resources. Despite this, both appear to be highly passionate 
about developing Myanmar’s handicraft industries and are typically well-respected 
members of its artisan community. An owner of a publishing house in Yangon that 
produces cultural books and philanthropist stated:  
“I do what little I can to help the bronze workers. If we don’t try to help, 
especially in educating them about what other bronze artisans are doing in 
other countries, their traditional ways will disappear because of competition 
from these other countries.” (Participant 14)           
Yet it was found in this study that even though philanthropists and grass root 
leaders are committed to their causes, without adequate resources and longer-term 
strategies, their personal missions seem futile. Although such commitment does 
inspire the artisan communities, who try to attend all events they organise as 
verified by an interviewed artisan (Participant 12), their activities are limited in 
assisting artisan livelihoods. 
4.6.1.9 Development banks  
The ADB is the largest development bank actively operating in Myanmar, which 
runs development programmes involving the handicraft industries. The World Bank 
is also present in Myanmar, although it is more involved in the larger macro-level 
financial projects. The ADB appears to have taken even more of an interest in the 
handicraft industries recently, based on the goal it set in 2014 of achieving 
sustainable and inclusive economic growth and job creation for poverty reduction in 
the SE Corridor of Myanmar, particularly in Mon State (ADB 2015). As part of this 
programme the handicraft industries were chosen as one of the areas for micro and 
small enterprise development. A preliminary investigation led to suggestions of 
establishing a craft and souvenir market in Mawlamyine, the capital of Mon State 
(ADB 2015). Then in October 2016, the ADB in consultations with the Mon CSOs, it 
was agreed that the five-year project would commence in 2017 (Rehmonnya 2016).  
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There are many local Myanmar development banks registered by the Central Bank 
of Myanmar including the Cooperative Bank, Small and Medium Industrial 
Development Bank, Rural Development Bank, Asia Green Development Bank, Shwe 
(Golden) Rural and Urban Development Bank, and the Ayeyarwaddy Farmers 
Development Bank. Based on this study, these banks appear to do little to assist 
handicraft artisans because collateral is required to obtain loans greater than 
US$500, and because the paperwork is often too complex for rural artisans, as 
clarified by the following statements: 
“… the banking system, it’s just terrible, so how can they [artisans] do 
trade?” (Participant 39)  
“Banks manage only the big issues and are not reachable from the remote 
and rural regions.” (Participant 36)  
“The financial infrastructure is underdeveloped and lacks a functioning 
payment system. The central bank is actively working on this matter.” 
(Duflos et al. 2013) 
There were 168 micro-finance institutions operating in Myanmar at the end of 
2016, of which PACT (with support from UNDP), is the largest. These micro-finance 
operations have established a wide reach across Myanmar, as explained in the 
following statements: 
“In all, these micro-finance providers reached nearly one million clients from 
12,658 villages countrywide. This comprised 55% of the total micro-finance 
market [in Myanmar].” (LIFT 2015)  
“Today, Pact Global Microfinance Fund is by far the emerging democracy’s 
largest microfinance institution, serving more than 640,000 households – 
99% of them women – in more than 9,000 villages.” (PACT 2016)  
Many of the interviewed artisans confirmed they have access to micro-finance, but 
also noted they were afraid to use it due to the excessive interest rates being 
charged. Most of them preferred to reinvest in raw materials with the finances they 
had saved or via loans from family and friends.   
Figure 4.33 below represents the handicraft linkages that development banks have 
in Myanmar, which appear to have limited impact on artisan livelihoods. 
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Figure 4.33: Development bank links to handicraft industries 
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limited resources, in the words of the Permanent Secretary of the MORAC: “They 
are not very successful” (Participant 37).    
4.6.2 Institutional involvement in Myanmar handicraft industries  
4.6.2.1 Outcomes and benefits of institutional involvement  
The results from handicraft development intervention for Myanmar vary among the 
institutional managers that were interviewed in this study. Some were openly 
cynical about such efforts, as indicated by this crafts consultant working with BC:  
“Most of the craft initiatives have given more benefits to middleman and 
businesses than to actual communities who are practising the crafts. 
Whether its government initiatives or international aid type of projects, a lot 
of the times the communities never got any benefits from the projects 
themselves.” (Participant 28)  
This viewpoint was further validated by the institutional manager from UNIDO:  
“I cannot consider the [pro-poor development] experience to be totally 
successful in the sense that only a limited number of handcrafters … 
benefited from it.” (Participant 33)   
This UNIDO comment indicates that those that often benefited the most in the 
handicraft industries were already successful distributors who employed many 
artisans; they were not the poor beneficiaries that the UNIDO had initially targeted 
in this project in Myanmar. Although such benefits do not always seem to be 
financial; simple livelihood skills like sewing can also help those in need as explained 
by an international NGO manager:  
“These women at least have those skills if they just wish to just make clothes 
for their own kids.” (Participant 30)  
In this study, any general outcomes or benefits for working artisans appeared to be 
minimal and those that benefit the most tended to be well established VC 
businesspeople.  
4.6.2.2 Programme success indicators  
Only institutional managers from AA and UNDP out of the 12 that were interviewed 
in this study had regularly collected data on programme success indicators related 
to handicraft development projects. The participant from AA explained that they 
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collect data once a month on members saving and other livelihood criteria and the 
incomes that their members generate from their M-Boutik retail arm (Participant 
30). The participant from UNDP explained:  
 “Several evaluations and impact assessments for micro-finance and also for 
the HDI project were conducted by annual evaluation missions both from 
UNDP regional office in Malaysia and HQ in New York…as well as field 
surveys conducted every two years” (Participant 31)    
Another government manager stated that their success indicators for handicraft 
projects were adequately assessed by a multilateral agency (UNDP), despite any 
data-validated evidence of this:   
“According to the assessment of UNDP, these trainings were very successful 
because they could produce entrepreneurs of small and micro enterprises. 
We can say such trainings give an excellent result. This is because we focus 
on these trainings completely and pay full attention. These trainings help 
handicraft businesses to emerge.”(Participant 36)  
Furthermore, when a craft consultant that worked in both multilateral and bilateral 
agencies was probed about successful handicraft development programmes, they 
responded:   
“I haven’t seen anything that achieved handicraft development at a high 
success level. Unfortunately, I have seen many reports on why things have 
failed!” (Participant 28)  
4.6.2.3 Institutional support and responsibility affecting artisans 
All institutional manager participants, except those from the government, believed 
that the country’s handicrafts industries needed more support from the Myanmar 
Government:  
“Here the government don’t do anything about handicrafts. In the end, you 
do need these larger frameworks and government support.” (Participant 14)   
“There doesn’t seem to be actually any support. Very neglected by 
government. Out of all the countries I have visited, I think its [Myanmar] the 
worst situation for crafts.” (Participant 28)   
Those within government departments often highlighted they were under-
resourced 'financially', with two of them clarifying that “We have no money” 
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(Participants 35 and 36). Both explained they had excellent development strategies 
already drafted and approved and that this planning process was well-funded by 
multilateral agencies and bilateral donors to complete; yet they received no further 
funding or support for the important strategy implementation. All three 
government participants made comments like the following:  
“We are now trying our best to help [the artisans]... But still we need to do a 
lot more.” (Participant 35) 
As explained previously in Sub-section 4.6.1.1, there is no government institution in 
Myanmar mandated to take full responsibility for the handicraft sector, and a lack 
of interdepartmental coordination (discussed in Sub-section 4.6.1.2). Most of the 
institutional managers interviewed, highlighted the lack of government support and 
responsibility as the biggest issue facing artisans and the handicraft industries in 
Myanmar. The lack of institution coordination to assist Myanmar artisans in 
attaining a livelihood was well explained by a UNESCO manager:  
“[SSID] is now under Ministry of Agriculture which is kind of … {laughing}, it 
should not be there. We need a very firm organisation or better government 
coordination. All these problems can be solved. But the Ministries don’t 
have any coordination to sit together to discuss about all these [handicraft] 
issues and to find out the ways for the solutions. We don’t have this!” 
(Participant 39) 
Based on the findings of this study, without coordinated government support and 
national responsibility for artisans and handicraft industries in Myanmar, it is 
difficult to see a sustainable livelihood for Myanmar traditional artisans beyond the 
next generation.  
4.6.2.4 Policy and political issues affecting artisans 
In 2012, Myanmar moved from a military-led government to a democratic-styled 
government, which increased the involvement of multilateral and bilateral agencies:  
“UNDP for about 20 years was under a restricted mandate in Myanmar, until 
2012. With the military government in Myanmar, this was a UN restricted 
mandate.” (Participant 31)   
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Prior to the democratic elections in November 2015 and consequent change of 
government from military to a democratic NLD government had created some 
anxiety amongst the institutions:  
“Even the political election created problems; it really slowed down our 
operations. People were waiting to see what will happen with the election 
before they invested any money in business activities.” (Participant 33)  
Once the NLD took over in March 2016, there was a reduction in ministries from 36 
to 24. This government also announced a 100-day governance plan and asked the 
Myanmar people to remain patient because these changes would take time. During 
this government restructuring it was not seen as a good time to approach the NLD 
government about the handicraft industries as stated by one institutional manager 
interviewed:  
“At the moment you see, they [NLD] are all complicated with themselves, 
keeping active and very busy amongst themselves. This is not a good time to 
approach them about handicrafts you see.” (Participant 29)   
Corruption was endemic within the Myanmar Government and its society in general 
during the military government rule. Even with a one-year ban on timber exports 
and the introduction of other regulations to halt the flood of resources leaving the 
country illegally, such practice were still occurring:  
“Government should prevent this from going through the borders. Wood 
and thitsi (lacquer sap) is not a small item to hide it in your bag like gems. At 
the border they see the trucks with wood, but they take the money and it 
goes through.” (Participant 29)  
Previous laws, policy and regulations were dictated by the military, and most were 
implemented verbally by senior military leaders:  
“One of the weaknesses in our country and national system is that we never 
have comprehensive management plans from the government side.” 
(Participant 39)  
External to Myanmar, politics and policy in an international geopolitical sense can 
also have an effect on Myanmar artisans. For example, when bilateral agencies 
combine aid with trade in market-based development models in a developing 
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country like Myanmar; this can have a dramatic effect on the countries traditional 
industries. As explained by the craft consultant:     
“British Council wants to promote its British design industry. So they are 
looking for synergies between Britain and SE Asia. Problems came up in the 
sense that the UK approach to crafts is very different and not necessarily fits 
in with what is needed here in SE Asia… making an artificial kind of 
combination between UK design and SE Asian craft. It’s not a natural 
combination [but] more forced.” (Participant 28)  
4.6.2.5 Institutional linkages affecting artisans 
In this study it was common to find institutions engaged with each other with 
regard to artisan and handicraft industries development (as discussed and 
illustrated in Sub-section 4.6.1). This study’s observations indicated that most of 
these institutional linkages or networks were informally established, often via social 
interactions between institutional managers. Where potential co-cooperation was 
sensed between them, more formal meetings would be scheduled to discuss 
possibilities. However, while this study explored the existence of such links, it did 
not specifically investigate how they were created; this requires further research 
that goes beyond the scope of this study.   
This study also uncovered that institutional managers rarely share their technical 
(consultant) reports with each other, let alone the public. Although when such 
reports are produced for public consumption, they are widely propagated; they 
read more like a form of propaganda or a promotional tool selling their institutional 
capabilities and benefits. A consultant that was interviewed clarified this:  
“What is more important?  Is it more important to make a lot of noise and to 
get the media attention … so you can brag … and tick all the boxes, or is it 
really more important to make an impact?” (Participant 28) 
When this researcher asked institutions for technical reports regarding the 
Myanmar handicraft industries for this study, a range of excuses were often given: 
"It’s the only copy I have"; “It’s still not published”; "It’s only a draft version"; "It 
hasn’t been edited yet"; and "Even I haven't read it as yet". Such comments infer 
that the institutions prefer to keep these documents for their own purpose. This 
raises transparency issues as well as highlighting the difficulties of further 
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strengthening institutional network relationships in Myanmar’s development of the 
handicraft industries. 
4.6.2.6 Institutional funding affecting artisans 
Among the institutional managers interviewed in this study, only one philanthropist 
was self-funded, while two established membership fees to support their activities. 
All other institutions were dependent on limited government funds and/or 
international and/or private donors. Participants from two of the government 
organisations (SSID and MYANTRADE) confessed a severe shortage of funding to 
achieve their handicraft development objectives; that they do what they can with 
the little funding they have.  
The findings from this study illustrate that government bodies are mostly 
dependent on donor funding to develop the Myanmar handicraft industries and its 
artisans’ wellbeing.  
4.6.2.7 Institutional interpretations of traditional handicrafts versus contemporary 
crafts 
This study’s findings show varying definitions of traditional handicraft authenticity, 
although there was general consensus among those interviewed that there is a 
need to distinguish between traditional and contemporary forms of craft. 
A consultant working with BC on crafts and design explained that Myanmar, like 
other countries in SE Asia, will eventually be “… absorbed by mass-production ways 
of thinking” (Participant 28). The consultant explained that many low-skilled 
artisans in SE Asia (e.g. Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and Vietnam) are already working 
for large companies that are typically foreign-owned. Thus, even though these 
artisans are working from their homes to fill the quotas for very minimal wages, the 
traditional handicraft authenticity is lost as the designs shifts towards foreign tastes, 
becoming “foreign looking … and the original identity of the handicraft is lost” 
(Participant 28). This consultant further explained that traditional handicraft is 
losing its true definition:  
“Just because it’s handmade does not mean the craft is traditional and 
authentic. There is no legitimacy in this type of definition.” (Participant 28)  
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The interviewed institutional managers from AA and SDC had a different 
perspective regarding the definition of traditional authenticity. The institutional 
manager at AA believed that “when you incorporate external [foreigner] products 
into the local methods of production, [this] is really the driving force for crafts in 
Myanmar” (Participant 30). Whereas, the SDC institutional manager believed that 
their projects needed to, “move in a different direction using their [artisans] skills 
and their heritage to produce items for modern use, that could be interesting for 
the Myanmar market and Myanmar people” (Participant 38). 
There appears to be two different types of views about crafts, as was explained by 
the UNESCO institutional manager:  
“There are two types of researchers in the crafts; there are those who focus 
on making products durable, better in quality and focusing more on modern 
type products, and those that want to assist with the real, real traditional 
crafts. We have to reveal those kinds of traditional cultural things, which 
have more real authenticities. As well, we have to compare with the Asian 
region or ancient regional comparison with similar handicrafts.” (Participant 
39) 
All institutional managers interviewed including AA and SDC, held the view that 
taking handicraft production out of their local area context destroys the essence of 
the products being ‘traditional’ and ‘authentic’. However, the MSEA instead viewed 
local context as a national context, explaining that if factories anywhere in 
Myanmar that produce handmade goods using traditional processes and materials, 
they can still call it ‘traditional Myanmar handicraft’. The interviewed consultant 
counteracted with this MSEA definition stating that “if local people don’t use the 
craft product within their local context, in the original context, then how can it be 
authentic and traditional?’ (Participant 28) 
Belief and religion can also have a major influence in keeping local traditional 
handicrafts authentic as the consultant went on to explain that “In fact, religion is 
the most authentic way of preserving the authenticity of handicrafts because it 
really will be passed on in a contextual sense; but then when it involves tourist 
markets, that’s when the meaning becomes different” (Participant 28). 
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Another institutional manager added that the problem in Myanmar is that there “is 
a lack of [a] preservation system and so the traditional arts are not being preserved” 
(Participant 34).  That does not mean that the artisan’s lives need to be frozen in a 
given time in history as they should be allowed to enjoy the benefits of 
socioeconomic changes and modern life experiences (Chapagain 2008; 2017). 
However, their production processes do need to be preserved to be authentically 
called traditional handicrafts. 
This study’s interviews with institutional managers in Myanmar revealed two 
primary schools of thought in relation to definitions; traditional and authentic 
handicrafts versus contemporary crafts. There are many examples in the global 
literature that shows institutions playing a major role in uplifting handicraft 
production using contemporary methods (e.g. Indian Ministry of Textiles 2017; 
Opperman 2012; World Bank 2018). However, very few of these examples discuss 
the loss of ICH in the ‘uplifting’ process. The more general, contemporary crafts 
perspective appears to be economically-driven; seeking a laissez-faire development 
path to what may have been previously a traditional and authentic handicraft and 
transforming their production via technology, standardisation, harmonisation and 
globalisation into a contemporary craft. Yet by its very nature, ‘traditional and 
authentic’ handicrafts mean the opposite to these methods of manufacturing 
development with goal of profit maximisation, as tradition and authenticities are 
dependent on the local cultural context. Thus, on the other side of contemporary 
crafts are those that seek to preserve traditional handicraft production as cultural 
assets. However, those that take this view do not hold any objection towards taking 
what was a traditional handicraft and converting it into craft industry product; 
utilising new methods and materials and seeking economic growth through 
technology, scale and globalisation; as long as they do not call such products 
‘traditional handicrafts’. 
Countries that clearly demarcate between traditional and contemporary crafts (e.g. 
Japan) tend to preserve traditional craft production methods via laws and policies; 
while also supporting the development of cultural and creative industries such as 
contemporary crafts (Asia-Pacific Cultural Centre for UNESCO – ACCU 2005; Sanaka 
2008). Those that do not delineate often take more of a commercial and 
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contemporary approach towards their previously traditional handicrafts; such 
countries often lose their traditional craft skills and with it goes their cultural 
heritage (e.g. Malaysia) (Quah 2017; Ruxyn 2017).  
4.6.3 Summary of institutional effects on Myanmar artisans 
The institutional managers interviewed in this study were all involved, directly or 
indirectly, in the development of Myanmar's handicraft sector including its artisans’ 
livelihoods. However, they all used different approaches towards handicraft 
development often with limited outcomes; for example, some wanted to transition 
the traditional artisan mindsets towards more modern methods, some were 
focused on livelihood training for women, while others sought a parallel system that 
preserved traditional handicrafts while developing contemporary crafts. Relevant 
strategies included upgrading artisan capacities in terms of skills and technology 
training, with some slightly focused on promotions and trade. Only one 
philanthropist was solely focused on educating artisans to help preserve their 
traditions, and none were solely focused on the general social and economic 
wellbeing of handicraft artisans in Myanmar.  
These results suggest there are many agencies in Myanmar somewhat involved in 
artisan livelihood development. Yet according to the artisans and distributors that 
were interviewed, little support has been received from the institutions who had 
intended to assist them. This indicates these institutions have had a limited impact 
on artisans and handicraft VCs, and questions their relevance at the micro and meso 
level. It is like two parallel universes; the government, bilateral and multilateral 
institutions working together at the macro level, and the artisans and VC members 
working together to create a living.  
While there are vast discussions of ‘inclusivity’ in the socioeconomic development 
literature (Campbell 2014; OECD & World Bank 2015; UNIDO 2015; UNESCAP 2016; 
WTO 2015), in Myanmar such interactivity between institutions and artisans 
appears to be deeply lacking. This study’s results suggest that if Myanmar’s 
institutions genuinely want to beneficially support artisan livelihoods, they need to 
engage more with the artisans at the micro level. Furthermore, these results 
highlight that they need to focus more on preserving the ICH of Myanmar 
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handicrafts, which would benefit both the contemporary craft and traditional 
handicraft industries, and also help ensure sustainable artisan livelihoods. The final 
implications of this study are discussed in the following chapter.  
4.7 Summary of the Results 
This chapter has discussed the key themes that were drawn from the artisan, 
distributor and institutional manager datasets, observational data, and from 
literature that specifically related to this study’s research questions. Evidence has 
been uncovered that shows how Myanmar artisans currently sustain their 
livelihoods, including while experiencing socioeconomic changes, and revealed the 
factors causing uncertainty and felt vulnerability among them. The results of how 
Myanmar’s handicraft VCs are transforming in response to socioeconomic 
transitions were also examined, with detailed descriptions provided of how 
corresponding institutional operations and such changes are impacting artisan 
livelihoods in Myanmar. The following final chapter offers the theoretical and 
managerial implications of this study’s results.   
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Chapter 5: Theoretical Contributions and Managerial 
Implications   
5.1 Introduction  
This chapter uses the findings from Chapter 4 to:  
 answer the research questions introduced in Chapter 1 
 show how this study adds to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, including 
new knowledge and theory 
 highlight managerial and public policy implications.  
 
The primary contributions from this research are summarised in Table 5.1 below.  
Section 5.2 next addresses each of the research questions, while Section 5.3 
specifically examines the primary research problem from Chapter 1, while offering 
theoretical recommendations. Section 5.4 then summarises the implications of this 
research for policy and practice, and Section 5.5 discusses this study’s limitations 
and makes recommendations for future research. Lastly, Section 5.6 offers a 
conclusion to this study.  
5.2 Addressing the Research Questions 
5.2.1 How do artisans sustain their livelihood? 
To determine how Myanmar artisans sustain their livelihoods, their perceptions of 
themselves and others, their assets, relationships with institutions, and livelihood 
strategies and outcomes, have been discussed in detail in the following sub-
sections. Figure 5.1 below illustrates the SLAs (DFID 1999; NADEL 2007) adopted to 
address this research question, which have assisted in determining the primary 
theoretical contributions and managerial implications from these findings. 
Figure 5.1: Primary SLA theoretical contributions and managerial implications 
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Table 5.1: Primary contributions from this study 
Primary themes identified in 
this research 
Description 
Myanmar artisan perceptions 
of themselves (internal) and 
society (external)  
(also see Sub-section 5.2.1.1) 
Most artisans are happy with their chosen professions, 
although they are dependent on community cooperation for 
mutual livelihood interests that are often tied to cultural and 
religious norms. Artisans generally feel well-respected by 
society. Furthermore, they are not fearful of new 
technologies, but tend to reject technological advancements 
in relation to production to maintain traditional authenticity. 
Assets and poverty among 
Myanmar artisans  
(also see Sub-section 5.2.1.2)          
Limited evidence was found of absolute poverty among 
Myanmar artisans, even though some relative poverty exists. 
The composite conceptual framework developed assisted in 
determining absolute (financial) and relative (self-perceived) 
levels of poverty among them. 
Myanmar artisan relationships 
with institutions 
(also see Sub-section 5.2.1.3) 
There is contradictory evidence to the current MSD ideology. 
That is, while the literature suggests that institutional pro-
poor development for artisan access to markets benefits 
artisan livelihoods. Although this study’s data drawn from 
interviews and observation suggests market leaders with VC 
power and wealth tend to ‘hijack’ the intended inclusive 
institutions and create extractive institutions primarily for 
their own benefit. 
Myanmar artisan livelihood 
strategies and outcomes 
(also see Sub-section 5.2.1.4) 
Based on relevant artisan literature and this study, livelihood 
strategies are similar among SE Asian artisans, although 
Myanmar artisans appear happier and more content with 
their livelihood choice. Artisan livelihood strategies in 
Myanmar have developed independently of government and 
institutional strategies as was found by Richard (2007).   
Changes affecting Myanmar 
artisan livelihoods 
(also see Section 5.2.2) 
Artisan incomes have been increasing primarily due to the 
opening of Myanmar to the global community. Yet this 
workforce is decreasing rapidly, natural resources are 
depleting as prices increase, and cultural diffusion is causing 
cultural changes as per Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 
(2011). Such changes are signs of globalised standardisation 
occurring rather than cultural diversity.   
Transitional changes in 
Myanmar handicraft 
industries affecting artisans   
(also see Sub-sections 5.2.2.1 
to 5.2.2.5) 
Most artisans are becoming more dependent on tourist 
markets, and are changing their traditional practices to meet 
these demands. Despite this, artisans still want to protect 
their cultural heritage, which often causes a dilemma.  
Myanmar artisans felt 
vulnerability and uncertainty   
(also see Section 5.2.3) 
As the artisan workforce reduces, production is shifting 
towards lower-cost/mass-production and contemporary 
craft methods. Artisans often feel vulnerable due to: 
seasonality income variances; natural disasters; shocks 
resulting in decreased tourist numbers; lack of health and 
retirement benefits; commissions (up to 30%) paid to tour 
guides (financial leakage from communities); and decreases 
in local demand for traditional products.  
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Primary themes identified in 
this research 
Description 
Myanmar handicraft 
institutional changes 
(also see Sub-section 5.2.2.6)  
Institutional linkage maps relating to Myanmar’s handicrafts 
sector were not previously shown in literature. Working 
within these linkages, the local institutions find it difficult to 
shift to principled, democratically-inclusive institutions let 
alone manage them. Furthermore, as with most developing 
countries, Myanmar’s institutions depend on ODA, yet such 
resources continue to be absorbed by those that do not 
need them as much.  
Value chain changes 
(also see Sub-section 5.2.4) 
VC leaders (in distribution channels) are diversifying into 
backward- and forward-integrations to compete with global 
mass producers; seeking efficiencies in economies of scale. 
Traditional ICH positions are being eroded in VCs by 
designing/producing products for foreign markets. 
Craft and traditional 
handicraft sectors 
(also see Sub-section 5.2.4.1) 
Crafts and traditional handicrafts have distinct differences 
that warrant separation in research and measurement 
methods. Ample demand does not always conclude in a 
viable sustainable industry, and foreign intervention (despite 
good intentions) does not always benefit local artisans.    
MSD contributions for artisans  
(also see Sub-section 5.2.5.1) 
Institutions involved in the Myanmar handicraft sector offer 
little support to these artisans, as most institutions have 
limited resources to perform their functions effectively. 
Institutions that attempt to assist do not generally conduct 
systematic project evaluations and rarely publish findings. 
Marketing Systems Theory 
contributions for artisans 
(also see Sub-section 5.2.5.2) 
Although Myanmar’s handicraft sector operates in what is 
termed ‘primitive systems’, the layering of its social matrices 
are complex. Social order and trust is paramount in such 
systems that lack formal contractual obligations. Current VCs 
are effective capitalist oligarchical structures, whereas 
institutions with good pro-poor intentions appear non-
effective. Many VC leaders drain the institutions for what 
they can get, and then revert back to power once these pro-
poor interventions are depleted. Positive developments 
within the handicraft social matrix seem to stem from 
natural transitional conditions of a country opening up to 
the outside world, rather than via institutional design.       
Pro-poor development 
requires an integrated 
framework approach 
(also see Sub-sections 5.2.5.1 
and 5.3.2) 
In this study the sustainable and pro-poor development 
models were not as simplistic as insinuated by each of the 
diagrammatical models. Individually these models add value 
to the pro-poor development field; but the use of MSD over 
SLA and vice-versa often causes gaps in knowledge and 
understanding. Although adding complexity, integrating the 
models and further adding marketing disciplines models may 
deepen understanding for pro-poor development 
interventions.  
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5.2.1.1 Artisan perceptions of internal and external livelihood realities 
This research contributes to studies on human-rights-based, micro-socioeconomic 
SLAs to development. It does this by understanding artisans’ inner dimensions of 
psychological, family, cultural and spiritual aspects, as well as the external livelihood 
realities they face when accessing business and social services and market 
opportunities, including their rights to such access. The literature shows some 
overlap when asset data is analysed in the DFID (1999) SLA, with NADEL’s (2007) RLS 
dimensions. However, it has been contended that the RLS approach captures a 
greater depth of understanding of the inner workings of artisans’ households, which 
the DFID SLA neglects (NADEL & SDC 2007).  
Although SL literature exists in relation to various developing countries (e.g. Barnes 
et al. 2017; Carr 2013; Eddins 2013; GLOPP 2008; Goldstraw & Davidson 2016; 
Kollmair & Gamper 2002; Levine 2014; May et al. 2009; Mwenda & Turpin 2016; 
Neven 2014; Njagi 2005; Petersen & Pedersen 2010; Scoones 2015; Tao & Wall 
2009; Tefera 2014), such research has not previously been conducted among the 
Myanmar artisan population. This study has subsequently closed this gap through 
its use of SLA dimensions and artisan RLS dimensions including individual 
orientation, inner human space, emotional base, family orientation, family space, 
knowledge/activity base, collective orientation and socioeconomic space. A multi-
theory conceptual framework involving SLAs and MSD methodology was developed, 
and has been used to advance knowledge via a more holistic view of the field of 
human-rights-based, micro-socioeconomic analysis.  
These findings also broaden the understanding of artisans’ lives and how they 
maintain their livelihoods by illustrating there: 1) cooperation and mutual 
dependency; 2) cultural and religious norms; and 3) use of technology in 
communications (but not in production). These results show that without local 
community and VC support during peak production periods and periods of natural 
or personal shocks, artisans would be unable to sustain their livelihoods. Such 
cooperation differs significantly from more individualistic and competitive interests 
that commonly exist across many industries in developed countries (Hofstede 
2011).  
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Another insight is that cultural and religious norms are of paramount importance 
when investigating Myanmar artisans’ socioeconomic lives, since work roles among 
genders as well as religious practice significantly affect their social status and 
relative incomes. The final insight regarding artisans’ livelihood sustainability relates 
to their use of technology. As part of their daily lives many artisans use Android 
mobile phones and communication platforms such as Viber and Facebook for both 
business and socialisation. Despite this, many artisans remain concerned about 
using new technology in their production processes, as this may diminish the value 
of their traditional practices and create a loss of traditional or cultural authenticity.  
These research contributions highlight clear differences between Western 
development ideology and the inner and external real-world livelihood perceptions 
experienced by artisans in developing nations undergoing rapid socioeconomic 
transitions. Myanmar cultural nuances include: 1) traditional patriarchal 
perspectives on gender equity; 2) Buddhist religious beliefs such as transcendence 
of soul into other life forms; and 3) strong animist beliefs in spirits, destiny and luck. 
Such cultural beliefs and norms need to be considered when planning development 
interventions for developing countries.  
Interview and observational data show that traditional gender roles are deeply 
entrenched into the fabric of customary artisan production and are enforced by the 
masters of handicraft households, as well as by members of the local community. 
How to empower women in such environments, who do not see gender roles as a 
problem, is an issue for humanitarian and development agencies as it does not align 
with their gender equality perspective. The Buddhist belief in karma and 
reincarnation is typically not considered by international agencies when introducing 
interventions such as gender parity. These interventions are in direct opposition to 
their local’s religious beliefs and, therefore make it difficult for the population to 
change their positions, especially in regard to gender. The belief in Nats or spirits 
and destiny, as with other traditional belief systems, are difficult to change, yet 
international institutions tend to behave as if such beliefs do not exist. These 
cultural nuances must be considered in Myanmar prior to attempting to implement 
interventions and policies; otherwise, the likelihood of success of such interventions 
appears minimal.         
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5.2.1.2 Assets and poverty among Myanmar artisans 
This study adds insight and understanding in relation to artisan livelihoods and 
corresponding pro-poor development by exploring Myanmar artisans’ assets and 
levels of absolute or relative poverty. Some literature has suggested that handicraft 
artisans in developing countries lead impoverished lives (e.g. Bhatnagar 2008; 
Jongeward 2006; Narasaiah & Naidu 2006; Koniordos 2018; World Bank 2009), 
while some has presented contended evidence that artisans generally do better 
financially than agricultural workers (e.g. Bhorat et al. 2001). The only sourced 
research specifically relating to Myanmar artisans’ assets was conducted by UNIDO 
(2010, 2014). These UNIDO studies, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Sub-section 2.9.6), 
highlighted Myanmar artisan assets as insufficient, as well as the prevalence of 
poverty. Subsequently, this study investigated artisans’ assets (financial, physical, 
human, social and natural) as well as poverty indicators such as income levels, 
productive resources, hunger, ill health, access to education, homelessness, unsafe 
environments and social discrimination. Among the Myanmar artisans interviewed 
here, basic productive resources appeared to be available to them, with little 
evidence of absolute poverty found. This makes a fundamental contribution to the 
research area of livelihoods and poverty among artisans in Myanmar, particularly as 
it counters the earlier UNIDO (2010) finding that included reporting that absolute 
poverty was evident for the majority (62%) of Myanmar artisans.  
This study also makes several contributions for future artisan poverty studies that 
include primary data regarding: 1) absolute and relative poverty measurement; 2) 
happiness levels; and 3) seasonality factors. A key insight is that the conceptual 
framework developed is capable of determining Myanmar artisans’ absolute 
(objective typically financial) and relative (subjective) poverty levels. For example, 
those living in rural- and urban-designated tourist areas showed little evidence of 
extreme poverty and appeared to have better livelihoods than those working in 
rural agricultural areas. However, their limited savings often make them vulnerable 
to natural disasters, economic downturns or armed conflict between ethnic and 
political factions. This also indicates that the myriad of institutional programmes in 
Myanmar have had minimal impact on artisans’ lives, because they have been 
based on the poverty assumption. To some extent, artisans not living in extreme 
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poverty has also been uncovered in other literature (Foote 2015; Jongeward 2001; 
Pye 1988); although this is a completely new finding amongst artisans in the 
Myanmar socioeconomic transitional context.  
Another key insight regarding poverty among the artisans interviewed in this study 
is that the happiness scale showed that most artisans are content with their chosen 
livelihood. Furthermore, given that the handicraft sector is the fourth largest 
employer industry in Myanmar, the economic contribution these industries make 
towards the nation’s GDP could be expanded. Yet the handicraft industries remain 
relatively ignored by government and other multi, bilateral and NGO institutions. As 
a consequence, data on the handicraft industries GDP contributions have not been 
adequately collected to confirm its true economic worth to the Myanmar economy.  
A third key insight from this study is that seasonal fluctuations cause financial 
anxiety for some artisans, particularly monsoon periods (May-October). At such 
times, some artisans are not as productive and can find it financially difficult to 
maintain their incomes. Yet in contrast, during peak seasons (November-April) they 
are often overloaded with work. Institutions need to seek solutions that would keep 
Myanmar artisans fully employed during the low season as this would greatly assist 
them in sustaining their livelihoods.   
These contributions from this study highlight the need for greater institutional 
support for artisans, to help improve their industries including via national strategy, 
economic measurement, policy and advocacy. It would appear that even though 
Myanmar artisans may not be living in extreme poverty, they remain vulnerable due 
to limited savings and reliance upon others during unforseen events. 
5.2.1.3 Artisan involvement with handicraft institutions 
This study builds on the MSD approaches by focusing on the institutional roles in 
the handicraft sector including artisans’ access to institutional programmes. This is 
of benefit as the literature indicates that by building inclusive institutional capacity, 
policies and infrastructure, it is possible to positively affect those most vulnerable in 
the VC (BEAM Exchange 2017; Brady et al. 2014; Bright & Sevile 2010; Meikle et al. 
2012; Sahan & Fischer-Mackey 2011; Springfield Centre 2008b, 2014). These works 
imply that improving governance and civil society structures consequently assists 
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those most in need. Thus, this study explored the relationships between artisans 
and institutions involved in the Myanmar handicraft industries. The findings suggest 
that while many institutional agencies are directly or indirectly involved in Myanmar 
artisan development, there is often a disconnect between the institutions and 
populations they seek to assist; artisans and distributors interviewed in this study 
did not confirm that they experience such support. These findings thereby 
contribute to the knowledge of macro MSD methodologies and Marketing Systems 
Theory. 
This study conducted in Myanmar also offers alternative viewpoints of MSD and 
Marketing Systems Theory that include: 1) lack of government and institutional 
support; 2) those that do not need assistance tend to gain the most from limited 
institutional support; and 3) VC power is focused on those who generate the most 
sales. A significant finding is that among the artisans interviewed in this study, it 
was perceived that the government and other institutions do very little to support 
their livelihoods. For example, these artisans voiced the need for support to obtain 
affordable timber supplies without breaking the law, easier administrative methods 
for exporting handicrafts, more training to develop handicraft, administrative and 
marketing skills, and better healthcare support; none of which they felt they were 
getting from institutions.  
Another key insight is that VC leaders in Myanmar (those that own the largest 
production and distribution networks within a handicraft industry) also often hold 
positions of power in associations and cooperatives. It is these leaders who also 
generally benefitted the most from such positions, while others received little (if 
any) benefit from being members of such institutional organisations.  
The third main insight is that VC leaders that generate the most sales in an artisan 
community also generally have the greatest amount of influence (i.e. power). Thus, 
as these leaders generally take on the bulk of orders, other artisans strive to be 
cooperative and cordial with their decisions, in the hope of obtaining some ‘trickle 
down’ work. Only one interviewed artisan seemed aware that such VC leaders need 
the support of local artisans, and since artisans are now in such high demand in 
Myanmar it has become easier to find alternative VCs to sell their handicrafts. 
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Furthermore, current MSD ideology suggests that if institutional structures, laws, 
standards and norms are implemented in developing countries, such fair access 
systems benefit the most vulnerable (BEAM Exchange 2017; Springfield Centre 
2008b, 2014). Yet the findings in this study suggest such interventions are often 
hijacked from inclusive to extractive institutions by those that already have VC 
power and do not need the support. This highlights the need to consider both micro 
and macro perspectives with regard to equitable development; that is, a multi-
directional approach towards artisan development that investigates micro 
beneficiary (inner and external) livelihood perspectives, meso handicraft VCs, as 
well as macro institutional understanding prior to devising strategies.   
5.2.1.4 Myanmar artisan livelihood strategies and outcomes 
This study contributes to SL and pro-poor development theory by exploring the 
artisan livelihood strategies applied to attain positive outcomes such as increased 
levels of incomes, wellbeing, food security, as well as decreasing vulnerabilities 
while sustaining natural resources. The literature suggests that such livelihood 
enhancement strategies are conducive in developing programme and policy 
interventions to support those with vulnerable livelihoods (Carr 2013; Krantz 2001; 
Scoones 2009; Solesbury 2003). However, specific literature relating to Myanmar 
artisans’ livelihood strategies could not be found. This study has therefore filled this 
research gap via its specific examination of Myanmar artisans to determine their 
livelihood strategies, where similar results were found to corresponding research 
conducted in other SE Asian countries (e.g. Chang, Wall & Chang 2008; Decena, 
Decena & Cosico 2008; Gough & Rigg 2012; Howard 2008; Kaewpradit, 
Keeratiburana & Janta-Po 2013; Liao 2010; Nik Mat & Marangkun 2010; Tung 2012; 
Zulueta 2008). This contribution adds weight to such artisan livelihood research by 
showing that livelihood strategies across SE Asian developing countries face similar 
yet varied situations. For example, artisans need government support throughout 
all of SE Asia yet the type of support varies from country to country, due to 
variances in politics and methods of governance.  
This study offers support to prior research conducted in SE Asia on artisans’ 
livelihoods as well as offering further insights from a Myanmar perspective by 
including findings regarding; 1) common strategies undertaken in Myanmar, as 
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found in SE Asian artisan literature; 2) Myanmar artisans’ capability of sustaining a 
living; and 3) the change of focus in Myanmar towards satisfying foreign tourist 
markets. The first insight is that there are common strategies and attributes found 
among artisans in other SE Asian developing countries. As with Myanmar artisans, 
other SE Asian artisans sustain their lives by routinely and skilfully creating 
handcrafted artisanal products of aesthetic, cultural (or religious) and practical 
nature, via basic tools and locally-sourced natural resources (Bouchart 2004; Dianat 
& Allahdadi 2016). These are then sold or exchanged to obtain the basic necessities 
of life and maintain a general level of wellbeing. Common strategies applied by 
Myanmar artisans to sustain a livelihood include: 
1) passing down skills from one generation to the next  
2) developing individual artisan capabilities, creativity and entrepreneurship 
(typically via trial and error methods)  
3) operating on a micro or small scale, in households comprising of between 
two and seven artisans 
4) sourcing locally-available natural resources and materials  
5) sourcing social capital from extended family and local community for both 
peak production and during times of unexpected shocks 
6) developing social and business relationships/networks  
7) having aspirations of owning their own workshop or expanding their 
enterprise. 
In terms of the handicrafts produced, the product types may be similar and even 
serve similar cultural functions as found across various countries in SE Asia. 
However, Myanmar produces handicrafts that are unique in design, motifs and 
patterns, different in the method of production, as well as use of locally-available 
natural raw materials that may not be found in other parts of SE Asia. 
The second insight in relation to artisans’ livelihood strategies is that the vast 
majority (12 out of 15) of Myanmar artisans interviewed believed they could 
adequately support their families. This aligns with other research suggesting that 
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artisans have better livelihoods than those working in the agricultural sector, as few 
of the artisans interviewed live below the IPL of US$1.90 per day (World Bank 
2015). Furthermore, most of these artisans have one or two months of savings put 
aside for unforeseen shocks. The third insight is the notable shift and impact in 
Myanmar from artisans targeting local markets to focusing on foreign tourists. 
Although local markets are considerably larger than foreign tourist and export 
markets, this segment has expanded rapidly in Myanmar, with tourist numbers 
growing from 790,000 in 2010 to 4.68 million in 2015 (MoHT 2015a). Thus, the 
designs and methods of producing products are changing to meet this influx of 
foreign tourist tastes; often lead to modified versions of ‘traditional’ handicrafts, 
which make them more of a contemporary rather than a traditional craft. 
It should also be reiterated that while this study’s finding highlights similarities in 
artisan livelihood strategies across the SE Asian region including in Myanmar, there 
are also vast differences. In particular, the types of products that are culturally 
specific and dependent on natural resources found within localised areas.   
5.2.2 What changes are taking place within artisan livelihoods?  
Socioeconomic transitions can have a dramatic impact (positive and negative) on 
those working in cultural heritage industries based on traditional practices, 
including on handicraft artisans’ socioeconomic sustainability (Wherry 2002, 2008). 
The primary changes that are affecting Myanmar artisans, as identified in this study, 
are shown in Figure 5.2, with the theoretical and managerial implications further 
discussed in the following sub-sections. 
Figure 5.2: Primary changes affecting Myanmar artisan livelihoods 
 
  
5.2.2.1 Changes in artisan financial assets 
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so that citizens can share in new wealth generation and improve their living 
standards (DFID & SDC 2008; Downing 2013; Richard 2007; UNDP 2013b; UNIDO 
2015). However, these studies seldom consider traditional cultural heritage 
industries, as most economic development models seek to modernise nations via 
technological upgrades rather than the preservation of traditional practices. Thus, 
this study explored how artisans in Myanmar can increase their incomes while 
preserving traditional practices, which is a fundamental contribution to livelihood 
and pro-poor development policies in transitioning and developing countries.  
Various traditional handicraft economic development insights were gathered in this 
study, including: 1) natural economic advancements when a country normalises ties 
with the global community; 2) increased incomes; 3) individualism taking over from 
collectivism; and 4) micro-finance mechanisms. An often overlooked factor in the 
literature is that when a developing country, formerly isolated from the global 
community then commences integrating into global trade practices, many financial 
opportunities tend to naturally arise. In Myanmar, which was closed to the outside 
world for over 50 years, foreign tourist numbers dramatically increased once 
international sanctions and other forms of restrictions were lifted in 2012 (MoHT 
2015a). Based on this study’s findings, more foreign tourists have meant greater 
demand for authentically-traditional Myanmar souvenirs, as well as more 
hospitability service positions. Therefore, some artisans from the handicraft 
industries switched over to the tourism and other sectors. Fewer artisans and 
greater demand for handicrafts equated to an increase in salaries; although this 
then impacted on the volume and types of handicraft products being demanded. In 
addition to seeking authentic Myanmar handicrafts, tourists are also demanding 
items that fit in with their home décor and with fashions and trends experienced in 
their home country (Barber & Krivoshlykova 2006; CBI 2016; Technavio 2015). It 
was consequently observed in this study that traditional handicraft products were 
often being altered to accommodate such demands, which changes their 
‘traditional’ nature. As a result, it seems that the Myanmar’s handicraft sector is 
transforming itself into a contemporary craft industry; this has unintended 
consequences of diminishing the ICH of Myanmar handicrafts (Participant 28; 
Chapagain 2017). International agencies seek to change the traditional methods of 
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handicraft production through intervention/s in order to gain economic efficiencies. 
This detracts from the developing country’s handicraft ICH. It seems logical that a 
developing country’s ICH needs to be incorporated into the economic development 
models being utilised by international development agencies.  
Another key insight from this study is in relation to salaries rapidly increasing across 
Myanmar’s handicraft industries, due to the increased demand for products as well 
as a decreasing workforce. In addition, as at March 2018 the minimum wage in 
Myanmar rose by 33% from 3,600 MMK (US$2.75) to 4,800 MMK (US$3.60) per day 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers – PWC 2018), and artisans’ salaries are therefore further 
expected to rise. However, this new minimum wage only applies to organisations 
that have more than nine employees (PWC 2018), based on this study’s findings, 
artisans and their typical household businesses usually have less than nine. 
A third significant insight from this study is that the globalisation of Myanmar has 
meant that local artisans are naturally transcending from a reliance on social 
collective communities to being financially-individualistic and competitive. That is, 
instead of a collective orientation, some artisans appear to be more focused on self- 
and monetary-advancement rather than social benefits. Such individuals often use 
money instead of ‘favours’ exchanged to get work done that they cannot do 
themselves. Based on such findings, it would seem that this type of individualistic 
economic orientation has the capability to change the social fibre and economic 
perspective of not only local artisan communities, but also the entire nation of 
Myanmar. 
Another insight is with regards to Western ideology that uses micro-finance 
mechanisms as economic development tools. Financial institutions in Myanmar 
offering micro-finance has significantly expanded, from less than a handful of them 
in 2012 to over 168 registered suppliers in 2015 (LIFT 2015). As a theory, micro-
finance programmes are intended to support the financially vulnerable in a 
developing country with small, short-term (six-month) loans (Bangoura 2012). This 
is intended to offer financial support while stifling predatory ‘loan sharks’ from 
taking advantage of those most vulnerable with excessive interest rates (Finch 
2012). However, most micro-finance loans in Myanmar are offered at around 4% 
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interest per month (PACT 2016), which when compounded month after month, 
adds up to 30% interest per annum.  
Such financial support has had a negative effect on some Myanmar artisans that 
often cannot afford to pay it back within the six-month period (as clarified by 
participants 10, 17, 18 and 22). This is because it typically takes three to six months 
to finish a handicraft order, and if any delays in repayments occur then penalties 
imposed by the micro-finance suppliers must be further paid for late returns 
(Participant 22). Several interviewed artisans pointed out that they would be more 
willing to take out long-term loans (five to seven years) at rates of between 10% 
and 15% per annum (participants 3, 8 and 15). However, many do not have the 
collateral that is required to gain such loans. 
These microfinance insights negate the pro-poor economic development methods 
that are being practised in developing countries by international aid and 
development agencies. Deaton (2013) argued that development does not 
necessarily require aid and as stated by Riddell (2014, p. 39), “Development can and 
does occur without aid”. Riddell (2014) used China and Vietnam as examples of 
countries that have successfully established their own economic development 
strategies with limited international agency support; yet failed to mention these 
countries are based on socialist perspectives and not democratic and capitalistic 
ideology. Since 1962, Myanmar has gone through military dictatorship, military 
socialism and is now undergoing democratisation (ADB 2014; World Bank 2014). 
Yet, based on artisan interviews in this study, the wealth distribution remains 
constant in Myanmar; favouring those with wealth and power.  
These contributions regarding changes to artisan financial assets in Myanmar, as 
uncovered in this study in Myanmar, should be taken into consideration when 
developing livelihood and pro-poor economic strategies and interventions for 
artisans and handicraft industries in transitioning countries.           
5.2.2.2 Human resource changes affecting artisans 
This study provides a deeper understanding of Myanmar artisan human resources 
including the consequences of rapid socioeconomic transitions. Some literature 
suggests that when demand for a product category increases, supply channels 
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adapt and labour hires along the VC consequently are increased (e.g. Manders 
2009; Muddassir 2016; Neven 2014; PWC 2013; Stevenson & Spring 2007). 
However, there was minimal focus in the literature on how to ensure the viability 
(sustainability) of national VCs when they cannot meet human resource needs in 
developing countries (Dibben et al. 2016; Hervas-Oliver et al. 2015). This study 
subsequently investigated human resource changes in the context of Myanmar 
artisans, with new knowledge that contributes to human resource development in 
developing countries.    
Key insights in relation to Myanmar artisan human resources include identification 
of the following issues: 1) decreasing workforce; 2) institutional training not 
matching artisan needs; and 3) lacklustre institutional approaches to preserving ICH 
of handicraft industries. The artisanal workforce in Myanmar (especially its youth) is 
decreasing rapidly even though the demand for handicrafts has never been greater. 
This can be attributed to the dramatic expansion of career opportunities after the 
country was opened up to the rest of the world; human resources are demanded 
across a variety of industries when countries have international embargoes lifted 
(Kapoor 2016). From this study’s results, it would appear that the handicraft 
industry in Myanmar is losing its workforce due to handicrafts being perceived as 
old-fashioned and of lower social status than new bourgeoning industries such as 
tourism, hospitality, health and mass manufacturing. Furthermore, as youths and 
men leave rural areas for better employment opportunities, an increased role for 
women with children often eventuates (Di Certo 2014). This was verified by an 
ageing artisan interviewed in this study: “Old women and women with children they 
are left to work, they don’t leave this village. But the rest, the men, single women 
they are not here anymore … it is now a desert” (Participant 23). Having families 
separated and the aged working does not appear to be a positive factor for a local 
village community.   
Another significant insight garnered from this study’s results is that some 
development institutions in Myanmar offer training programs focused on potential 
growth industries, such as tourism. This also reduces the artisanal workforce, as 
some chose to be retrained and subsequently change careers. It was further found 
that even if their incomes do not increase, the potential higher social status is 
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deemed as important to them. Thus, interventions that move human resources 
from traditional sectors to other bourgeoning industries with limited pay increases 
do not appear to deliver equitable development. 
The final insight in relation to human resource changes is that without a concerted 
national effort to preserve Myanmar’s handicraft industries, it seems likely that it 
will morph into a more general, contemporary craft sector. This may cause much of 
its ICH associated with traditional handicrafts to eventually become extinct, as the 
transitional changes continue to take effect. 
5.2.2.3 Natural resource changes affecting artisans 
This study has added to SLs in the context of natural resource development in 
developing countries by investigating the depletion of non-renewable natural 
capital, as experienced by Myanmar artisans undergoing socioeconomic transitions. 
The literature indicates that among natural-resource-rich developing countries like 
Myanmar some use these resources poorly while others utilise such natural riches 
well for their country (Lederman & Maloney 2008; Sachs & Warner 2001). Either 
way, the benefits of natural resources do not generally reach the poorest in these 
societies (OECD 2008b; World Bank 2012).  
The literature also conveys limited accountability for the management of a 
developing countries’ natural resources, and that such activity is often plagued by 
elites that act ‘above the law’ (Lederman & Maloney 2008; OECD 2008a; Sachs & 
Warner 2001; World Bank 2012). Yet natural resource exploitation in developing 
countries has received little academic attention and the issue has often been placed 
in the ‘too hard basket’ by international aid and development institutions (May 
2016; OECD 2016). Thus, this study has examined the sustainability of natural 
resources that affect artisans in Myanmar; although the topic of corruption 
regarding natural resources was only lightly touched on or insinuated in the 
interviews. 
As a result of this investigation, this study offers new insights on the development 
of artisanal natural resources, in relation to: 1) sustainability of natural resources 
used in handicrafts; and 2) investments in local timber plantations. A key finding is 
that Myanmar artisan perceptions of the natural resources used in handicrafts, such 
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as timber, marble, jade and gemstones, is that they are unsustainable. Even with 
the many regulations established by government authorities, high-volume illegal 
trade of natural resources within and across Myanmar’s borders still continues 
(Environmental Investigation Agency 2015; Oo & Vrieze 2014; Sun 2015). 
Furthermore, while gems are relatively easy to smuggle, trucks carrying timber logs 
are not; thus, it would appear that smuggling of larger items involves corrupt 
officials (Sun 2015). It has been raised in the literature that having laws and policies 
to protect what is left of natural resources is pointless if the authorities cannot or 
will not uphold them across all levels of society (Environmental Investigation Agency 
2015; Li Heng 2011; Oo & Vrieze 2014). 
The second main insight from this study is that the Myanmar government agencies 
are favourable towards local and foreign investments in commercial rubber, 
eucalyptus, palm oil, and teak plantations (Participant 35). However, this appears to 
do little to assist Myanmar artisans that require affordable natural resources, such 
as firewood for ceramic kilns and teak at affordable prices for carving, to maintain 
their livelihoods.  
5.2.2.4 Social changes affecting artisans 
This study enriches knowledge of SLs through the sociology of developing countries 
by identifying the social changes experienced by Myanmar artisans during rapid 
socioeconomic transitions. The literature has described social change as a change of 
mechanisms within the social structure, characterised by alterations in cultural 
symbols, rules of behaviour (norms), social organisations or value systems involving 
individuals, groups and the community (Wilterdink & Form 2014). This study’s 
findings indicate that: 1) its handicraft industries are naturally evolving after 
Myanmar opened up to the outside world; 2) that most international development 
agencies are investing in macro-level institutional competency-building in 
Myanmar’s social and economic structures; and 3) that conflict exists between the 
artisan workforce and those that wield power in social structures and VCs.  
It has also been suggested in the literature that social change can occur because of 
contact with other societies, in a process known as ‘social diffusion’, from changes 
in ecosystems, changes in technology, changes in population demographics, as well 
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as ideological, economic or political change (Wilterdink & Form 2014). This study’s 
findings have indicated that all of these change factors were occurring 
simultaneously amongst Myanmar artisans and within their handicraft industries. 
With more tourists visiting Myanmar that artisans interact with, it seems inevitable 
that social diffusion is occurring. Furthermore, according to Hofstede’s (2011) 
Model of National Culture, there are six dimensions to consider when investigating 
social and cultural change: power distance index; individualism vs. collectivism; 
masculinity vs. femininity; uncertainty avoidance index; long term orientation vs. 
short-term orientation; and indulgence vs. restraint. 
This study offers several insights into social change occurring in Myanmar that is 
affecting artisans, which include: 1) signs of transitions based on several of 
Hofstede’s dimensions; 2) international social diffusion; and 3) artisans sensing they 
are free to pursue their interests without their human rights being impeded.  
The key insight from this study, emanating from Hofstede’s six dimensions of 
cultural change is in regard to individualism vs. collectivism and the power distance 
index. Amongst the interviewed Myanmar artisans some had perceived that social 
changes are occurring from what is a cooperative, mutually-dependent society 
towards an individualistic, competitive-based social system. In terms of power 
distance, under the former suppressive, fear-dominated military junta (1962–2012) 
any questioning of the government was harshly dealt with including via beatings 
and/or imprisonment. According to Hofstede (2011), the inability to question a 
nation’s leaders is a high degree of ‘power distance’. Since open and fair elections in 
2016 when the NLD came to power, the Myanmar people have perceived greater 
freedom including the ability to openly question their democratically-elected 
leaders on what they perceive to be inequitable activities (World Bank 2016b). Yet 
the conducting of such public protests still has restrictions (Latt 2018), which implies 
that while the power distance has reduced, the democratic process is still 
establishing itself.  
Furthermore, with respect to Hofstede’s long-term vs. short-term cultural 
orientation dimension, many of the Myanmar artisans interviewed in this study 
showed signs of a dichotomy. That is, while they predominantly viewed their 
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traditional cultural as an honourable (and even religious) means of making a living 
that bestows upon them a longer-term perspective - not only in their current life 
but also in future lives (Rudkin & Erba 2018). The interviewed artisans were open to 
rapid changes that do not directly affect or conflict with their beliefs and work as 
traditional artisans. This means that these artisans are flexible and adaptable when 
dealing with rapid and short-term changes. For example, many of them accept 
technological changes (e.g. Android mobile phones) as well as the benefits of 
modern education (all want their children to have the best education possible). Yet 
in contrast, many do not accept technological advances in their traditional 
handicraft production processes, and tended to shun changes that may upset their 
social standing in their localised communities. For example, two artisan families in 
Bagan bought Chinese made machines to convert poly-propylene bags into hard 
plastic that were used to form ‘black bases’ for small betel-nut boxes on which they 
painted-on traditional designs to make it look like lacquerware. The rest of the 
Bagan lacquerware community were outraged and ostracised these families stating 
that they sold out on their ancestors and traditional methods (Vlahek 2015).  
So long as traditional production processes were not affected artisans were 
generally free to do as they please with their lives. In terms of Hofstede’s 
indulgence versus restraint, Myanmar artisan communities appear to be changing 
from a society that showed restraint and thriftiness and that follows strict social 
norms, to those that embrace hedonistic indulgences to gratify their human 
individualistic desires. Furthermore, the Myanmar artisans are not blinkered or 
narrow-minded; most see others in their society indulging and/or opposing 
traditional views. Many artisans also see themselves as ‘creative beings’, and their 
personal experiences seem to manifest into their creativeness; therefore, many 
appear to be open to individualistic indulgences. So long as these personal 
experiences or indulgences enhance their social standing as artisans and does not 
negatively impact on their social position and traditional methods of craftsmanship 
too much.  
A further insight from this study is that Myanmar artisans are affected by 
international social diffusion which appears to be occurring naturally (i.e. in line 
with evolutionary theory of social change). As artisans now have greater contact 
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with foreigners and tourists, as well as exposure to international media sources 
especially via the internet. Interviews with the artisans revealed that they perceive 
foreigners’ lives as being better and more modern than their own traditional 
lifestyles. In particular, the youth in the observed artisan communities often 
mimicked Western values, norms and trends (e.g. wearing jeans, shorts, t-shirts, 
applying hair colour and make-up and singing English rap songs). After being 
isolated from the rest of the world for over 50 years, it is not that surprising that 
Myanmar’s youth often perceives foreign cultures as exciting, new and modern.  
Another key insight from this study is that the artisans interviewed have not felt 
they have been unfairly targeted by government or society in general, over the past 20 
years; they feel free to practise their craft as normal citizens. Although some of the 
older artisans interviewed expressed there were times when they felt unjustly 
persecuted prior to 1996 by the military junta government.  
5.2.2.5 Changes in artisans’ physical assets  
This research adds knowledge to the field of SLs and pro-poor development by 
highlighting Myanmar artisans’ physical asset changes and aspirations. The 
literature indicates that SL development instils changes that help to maintain or 
build on the current assets of those considered most vulnerable in society 
(Hoogeveen et al. 2004; Kagotho 2015; OECD 2007; Verner 2010). It is commonly 
accepted that the more assets one has, the better their ‘objectively-assessed’ 
livelihood as well as their ability to cope with shocks (Ashley & Hussein 2000; OECD 
2007). This study investigated Myanmar artisans’ physical assets to determine 
whether they possess adequate assets to sustain their livelihoods and to buffer 
them from shocks. 
This research obtained several key findings in relation to SL-needs-based physical 
assets, including: 1) essential items artisans need to live sustainable lives; 2) basic 
electric power or battery supply; and 3) use of gold as savings. A primary insight 
gained from the interviewed artisans is that the vast majority of them own their 
tools of production, their homes and general household items that enable content 
and sustainable lives. All of them owned specialised tools for handicraft production, 
typically custom-made by local blacksmiths. Most of them also owned their family 
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property outright. Although it should be clarified that Myanmar financial 
institutions do not offer mortgage loans to purchase homes, meaning the artisans 
were under no financial pressure of paying back such loans with interest. Most of 
the artisans inherited their family homes or saved and borrowed money from family 
and friends to purchase or build their homes. Based on observations, most artisan 
housing is simple but provides ample shelter for a family; furniture is sparse 
because most work, eat, rest and sleep on bamboo mats, laid out on the 
wooden/bamboo floors, and all had sufficient cooking and general household items.  
A second key insight from this study is that most of the interviewed artisans were 
connected to the village power supply, which was deemed adequate to run several 
lights and recharge phones and 12-volt batteries for TV use (most owned TVs). Few 
of these artisans were connected to national power grids due to high costs, and few 
owned refrigerators as food was bought fresh from local markets on a daily basis.  
A third key insight is that many of the interviewed artisans kept small quantities of 
gold as savings for difficult economic periods. In 1987 the military changed 
Myanmar’s currency and those with cash savings lost it all overnight, as the old 
notes became demonetised. This wiped out 80% of the country’s money in 
circulation (All Burma Students’ Democratic Front 1997). As a result, Myanmar 
artisans now appear afraid of holding large stores of cash savings. Furthermore, 
nearly all of those interviewed owned bicycles, small boats or motorcycles, while 
only one owned a car. Many of those without such assets aspired to own brick 
homes, motorcycles and/or cars.  
These physical asset findings, coupled with the high level of happiness and 
contentedness described in Chapter 4 (Sub-section 4.2.2.3), contradict the validity 
of the commonly-accepted assumption that greater ownership of physical assets 
leads to greater general happiness. This study’s findings instead align with the 
Helliwell, Layard & Sachs (2017) World Happiness Report, in that ownership of 
tangible goods is not as important to a population’s happiness as is social support 
and decreased business and government corruption (Helliwell, Layard & Sachs 
2017).  
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5.2.2.6 Institutional changes affecting artisans 
This study contributes to knowledge of SL and MSD by presenting evidence on how 
institutional involvement in the Myanmar handicrafts sector affects artisans. The 
literature purports that most markets are driven by institutions, and are therefore 
influenced by the established rules of the game in societies and organisations that 
affect exchanges taking place (Christian Aid 2012; DCED 2013; DFID 2003; DFID & 
OPM 2000; Dorward et al. 2003; Practical Action 2014; SIDA 2003; Springfield 
Centre 2014). In contrast to these views, cottage industries such as handicrafts have 
continued to operate in environments primarily devoid of institutional involvement 
or support for millennia. This study subsequently explored institutional involvement 
within the Myanmar handicraft sector, and the emergent results suggest that its 
institutions perform poorly in helping artisans obtain SLs. These findings are a 
significant contribution to the area of MSD that primarily focuses on institutions 
involved in livelihood and pro-poor development.  
The primary findings on the institutions involved in the Myanmar handicraft 
industries are in relation to: 1) extractive institutional practices; 2) the few 
institutions that are directly involved are poorly-funded; and 3) institutions assisting 
those that do not need it. The key insight is with regard to extractive institutional 
practices, where a small group of individuals exploit the rest of the population. 
Despite Myanmar’s recent change from military rule (where the elite control the 
nation’s natural resources) towards democracy, it remains difficult to break the 
commonly-accepted culture of corruption (as was highlighted by participants 28 
and 36).  
Furthermore, the previous government’s elite remain legitimised and entrenched 
within the new systems of a democratised Myanmar, as they gain even more power 
and generate more individual wealth (Croissant & Kamerling 2013; Hlaing 2009). 
According to Transparency International (2016), other countries in SE Asia also 
experience high levels of ‘graft’ (corruption) within their internal institutions. 
However, Myanmar has been rated as having the second highest level of corruption 
in SE Asia, with Cambodia first and Laos third (Paing 2016; Transparency 
International 2016). This no doubt impacts on the Myanmar institutions there to 
assist artisans and the handicraft industries. 
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The second insight is that many institutions in Myanmar involved in handicrafts are 
poorly-funded. The interviewed artisans have minimal expectations of their 
institutions: ‘they come, they promise to help us, they leave and nothing happens’ 
was often heard. It appears that Myanmar institutions are dependent on funds from 
international donors and ODAs, which is a common issue among many developing 
countries (UNCTAD 2016; UNDP 2011).  
The third key insight is that the international and local institutions involved in 
Myanmar’s handicraft sector often help those in that sector that do not need the 
support. The beneficiaries that are more entrepreneurial, speak good English, are 
socially pleasant and have a higher standing in the local community generally gain 
more from the interventions provided by international agencies. Based on findings 
from this study, those in managerial positions within Myanmar associations and 
cooperatives, have a tendency of extracting institutional benefits primarily for 
themselves. 
Furthermore, in contrast with MSD ideology that suggests that rules of the game 
and organisations affect exchanges (Humphrey 2014; Springfield Centre 2008c, 
2014), most handicraft industries in Myanmar conduct their livelihoods informally, 
and generally without any assistance or regard for their institutions. In addition, 
while strict rules have been established by Myanmar government bodies for 
accessing natural resources and/or selling goods across borders, these regulations 
are bureaucratically-complex and often make it costly for artisans to maintain a 
livelihood. Thus, some of the interviewed artisans highlighted ways they use to 
circumvent such formalities, even though most would prefer to conduct business 
formally and legally to avoid criminal consequences (participants 1 and 10).  
As has been reported by others, many international development agencies are 
moving away from micro analysis and involvement to focus on institutional macro 
analysis and institutional capacity building (Clarke & Carney 2008; Scoones 2009). 
This has meant a shift in responsibility to local institutions with regard to assisting 
their country’s most vulnerable. However, the results of this study provided some 
examples of international agency projects and programmes that were trying to 
assist artisans at the micro level with local institutional support, albeit with limited 
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success. Regardless of operating on a micro or macro level, if international agencies 
do not confront the corruption common in Myanmar institutions prior to engaging 
with them, it seems doubtful that either party will be successful in assisting artisans. 
5.2.3 What factors are causing uncertainty and felt vulnerability among artisans? 
Within SL literature, it is well-documented that people’s vulnerabilities primarily 
stem from social and product trends, weather and market seasonality factors and 
from natural, political, economic and health shocks (Carney 1999; Chambers & 
Conway 1991).  
5.2.3.1 Trends affecting artisan livelihoods 
This study adds to SL and MSD by determining the trends that cause Myanmar 
artisans uncertainty and felt vulnerability when obtaining a livelihood in handicrafts. 
The detection of trends has been known to aid in the early identification of 
problems and in the planning of resilient defence mechanisms where vulnerability is 
felt (Berkes 2007); depth of understanding of trends can lead to measures that 
minimise vulnerabilities caused by them. Prior to this study, no such research 
appears to have been published on trends causing uncertainty or felt vulnerability 
among Myanmar artisans. As a result, this study examined product, industry and 
market trends that could have an impact on these artisans’ livelihoods.  
The primary insights gained in relation to handicraft trends included: 1) artisans 
lowering the quality and cost of production to make cheaper products; 2) growth of 
foreign tourist markets; and 3) decline in local demand for traditional products. 
These findings illustrate a shift towards lower-quality /lower-cost production 
methods that are causing generational deskilling to occur (Lo 2015), as discussed in 
Chapter 2, Section 2.9.6 and Chapter 4, Section 4.5.7. While such a decrease in skill 
lowers the time taken to produce handicrafts, the substitution of the higher-cost 
traditional raw materials with cheaper versions further reduces the overall cost and 
quality of the finished handicraft as well as the prices received for such products. 
Another insight relates to the growth in foreign tourists visiting Myanmar, involving 
a growing demand for products that match their needs in their own cultures (Barber 
& Krivoshlykova 2006; Technavio 2015), as previously discussed in Sub-section 
5.2.2.1. This study found that Myanmar artisans are often varying their traditional 
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handicraft practices to accommodate foreign demands. Furthermore, there is 
increasing interest in foreigners perceiving Myanmar handicrafts as business 
opportunities in their own countries, where they subsequently seek to export them 
for retail back home. However, product quality issues, small volumes of production 
and export regulations are hindering this process (ITC 2004; ITC & UNIDO 2011).  
A third key insight is that local demand for traditional products is in decline in 
Myanmar, in alignment with the increase in demand for modern or contemporary 
products, as discussed in Sub-section 4.3.4. For example, traditional betel-nut 
storage boxes and soon-okes for food offerings at Buddhist temples are both 
declining in sales. At the same time, fashionable handbags, mobile phone covers, 
and square bowls are increasing in sales. Although it would appear that traditional 
Buddha statue sales remain in local demand, but only at smaller sizes for easier 
carrying and placement in smaller living spaces in urban areas.   
These trends show that major changes are occurring within Myanmar’s handicraft 
industries, which can act as both vulnerability and an opportunity for the country’s 
artisans and their livelihoods. For example, if traditional artisans do not align with 
these trends, they risk producing handicrafts without a market; if they do align with 
them and their new markets, they risk losing traditional authenticity that generally 
garners higher prices. This study has highlighted the importance of Myanmar 
artisans detecting and analysing the impact of trends in their industries, while 
remaining aware of the risks of degrading their traditional authenticity. 
5.2.3.2 Seasons affecting artisan livelihoods 
This study adds to the SL and MSD literature through its examination of seasonality 
factors that impact on artisan livelihoods in Myanmar. These findings suggest that 
seasonal work can have both a positive and negative affect on artisan livelihoods. 
For example, for those artisans using handicrafts to supplement their household 
income, this offers them higher incomes during high seasons (Participant 30), while 
those that perform handicrafts as a full-time occupation earn little income during 
low seasons (participants  8, 10, 24; ADB 2006; Gill 1991; Isaac et al. n.d.). Those 
interviewed in this study were full-time artisans who typically work during the low 
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season to prepare handicrafts for the peak season, but the costs of producing this 
stock can lead to financial hardships.  
As identified in this study, preparing in the low season typically pays off, however 
these artisans can be left holding comparatively large amounts of unsellable 
handicraft stock if trends change, which can cause their household to further suffer 
financially. For example, a lacquerware artisan had produced 100 betel-nut boxes 
during the low season (May-August 2017) for locals to store their betel-nuts, nut 
cutters, lime and leaves in separate compartments. Then the government 
introduced a campaign to reduce the use of betel-nut chewing among Myanmar 
citizens in September 2017. As a result, distributors were not willing to purchase 
many betel-nut boxes in the peak season (November-December 2017), and the 
artisans were left holding large numbers of betel-nut boxes that they cannot sell. 
Several interviewed artisans believed that an increase in income during the low 
season would further improve on their happiness (participants 8, 10 and 24).   
5.2.3.3 Shocks affecting artisan livelihoods 
The literature focused on shocks affecting livelihood indicates that political, natural, 
health and market shocks can all cause severe economic disruptions to people’s 
livelihoods (Carney 1999; Chambers & Conway 1991). It has also been suggested 
that understanding the types of shocks experienced in a given environment enables 
appropriate planning to minimise the effects (Dercon & Krishnan 2000; FAO & 
World Food Programme of the United Nations – WFP 2008; Frankenberg, Smith & 
Thomas 2003; Quisumbing, Kumar & Behrman 2017). However, such research has 
not previously been conducted among the 2.4 million members of Myanmar’s 
artisanal communities.  
This research indicates that Myanmar artisans have often been severely impacted 
by political, natural disaster and health shocks. For example, earlier political shocks 
like the 2007 Saffron Revolution and the 1988 student democracy protests 
negatively impacted on artisans’ livelihoods. Despite there being no recent political 
shocks, some interviewed artisans conveyed anxiety and worry about the claimed 
ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya Muslim community in Rakhine State. While the 
artisans (mostly Buddhist) were not particularly concerned with the Rohingya 
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people’s plight, they were worried about a resulting decrease in tourist numbers, 
particularly if the situation was protracted.  
Health issues also caused a large degree of anxiety among the interviewed artisans, 
especially if the illness lasted longer than a month. Many artisans explained that 
they have enough savings to maintain their households for one to two months. 
Some of the older artisans also expressed concerns about sustaining their livelihood 
in old age, particularly those that were unmarried or did not have family to support 
them. Several of the interviewed artisans explained that the social security system is 
ineffective in Myanmar and that most artisans do not have retirement plans; 
subsequently they work as long as they are able to, and then become dependent on 
family, their local community or religious charities for their aged care.  
5.2.4. How are handicraft VCs transforming in response to economic transitions, 
and how are VC changes impacting artisanal livelihoods? 
Myanmar’s handicraft VCs are a trade necessity for artisans that convert raw 
materials into products and then distribute these products to satisfy customer 
needs. These VCs are dynamic systems that can transform inefficient methods into 
effective trade practices to generate profits for those meeting customer demands 
(Porter 1985). Most markets are fickle and in a constant flux of inevitable change 
that often has an impact on artisans (Ifezue 2005). A primary example of a 
theoretical and managerial implication of VC changes on artisans is that the 
traditional handicraft VCs in Myanmar are converting into contemporary craft 
industries. Yet minimal literature is available that has examined such market-based 
factors in the context of Myanmar handicraft industries (e.g. CBI 2016; UNIDO 2010, 
2014).  
In this context of changes within Myanmar’s handicraft VCs, this study has 
uncovered three key findings: 1) the largest producers are also often the main 
distributors of handicrafts; 2) large producers are moving towards mass production 
methods and lower-cost models; 3) the majority of producers are attempting to 
meet foreign tourist demands; and 4) a few medium-sized producers are seeking to 
embrace new technologies in the future to mass produce low cost/low quality 
products.  
 282 
 
A significant insight from this study is that the medium-sized producers (over 50 
artisans working in purpose-built, mixed factory/retail-like settings) are also the 
largest retailers and distributors in their particular handicraft industry. This means 
that the classical boundary separating product makers from product sellers are 
being permeated (Hagel et al. 2015). Thus, these producers are both forward- and 
backward-integrated; some are involved in producing and supplying raw materials, 
and over two-thirds of their retail stock is supplied by over 100 artisan households. 
They also often sit on the boards of cooperatives and associations that further allow 
them to exert control over Myanmar’s VC for their particular handicraft industry.  
Through both this study’s interviews and observations, it was found that these 
larger owners have moved away from a modular and relational VC governance type 
towards a captive and hierarchical structure (as defined by Gereffi, Humphrey & 
Sturgeon 2005). This means that they have expanded their influence and power, 
and can dictate terms to other artisans at will.   
Another key insight from this study is that these capitalist-styled VC controllers 
(who still call themselves ‘traditional artisans’) are often seeking further efficiencies 
via economies of scale, including turning towards mass-production and low-cost 
models (participants 7, 13 and 20). This seems to be mostly in response to 
competition from Chinese mass-produced imports. In effect, they now produce 
contemporary crafts, but some still attempt to deceive their customers by calling 
them ‘traditional handicrafts’; to obtain the higher prices that customers are willing 
to pay. 
The third main insight is that handicraft VC members (both traditional artisans and 
VC controllers) are attempting to meet the demands of the foreign tourist market 
and are altering some of their traditional practices to achieve this. For example, 
foreigners have been custom ordering lacquered and intricately etched/coloured 
mobile phone covers. This is not a traditional product however, the techniques 
applied to make it remain traditional.  
Of greater concern is the fourth insight regarding Myanmar handicraft VC changes. 
At interviews, two of the medium-sized producer/distributors expressed the desire 
to invest in technologically-enhanced production methods like computer aided 
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manufacturing (CAM) technology and automated drying rooms. This would enable 
them to produce high volume, cheap (less than US$2) lacquerware products. These 
future visions go well beyond their current technology usage that includes websites, 
business management software and mobile telecommunication applications which 
have no real impact on their traditional methods of production. Adding such 
technologically advanced manufacturing processes appears destined to erode the 
traditional and authentic cultural heritage of Myanmar artisans and their 
handicrafts.  
These contributions offer a greater depth of understanding in relation to the power 
issues within handicraft VCs, and of the transitory changes that are converting the 
VCs in Myanmar from traditional handicraft to contemporary craft suppliers.  
5.2.4.1 Research contributions for contemporary craft and traditional handicraft 
sectors 
This research builds on the knowledge in relation to contemporary craft and 
traditional handicraft sectors by specifically describing how the Myanmar handicraft 
industries operate from artisans’, distributors’ and institutional managers’ 
perspectives. Other research has shown that the craft sector (including 
contemporary and traditional practices) is the developing world’s second largest 
industry in terms of employment, and the world’s fourth largest employer including 
in Myanmar (Artisan Alliance 2017; Barber & Krivoshlykova 2006; Foote 2015). 
However, there is a lack of conclusive, relevant economic data due to conflicting 
interpretations of definitions and poorly-defined classifications systems (Dodd & 
Morgan 2013, Jongeward 2013; Richard 2007; Steiner 2013). Furthermore, the 
institutions and development agencies have been known to either pay little 
attention to the craft sector or to have poorly coordinated programmes that treat 
the craft sector activities as ‘add-on frills’ to other seemingly more important 
programmes in other sectors like tourism (Bano 2016; Foote 2015; Jongeward 2013; 
Pye 1988; Mayoux 2003; Redzuan & Aref 2011). This research has therefore 
explored craft and handicraft definitions in the literature, and then developed a 
framework to enable data collection and analyses based on the definition of 
‘traditional handicrafts’ given in Sub-section 2.8.5. This conceptual framework (as 
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presented in the following Section 5.3, in Figure 5.3) makes a fundamental 
contribution to the study of handicraft industries.   
This study’s primary insights into the craft and handicraft industries in Myanmar 
include: 1) a need for social and economic evidence that show how the industry 
contributes to the country’s economic and cultural well-being; 2) increased market 
demand does not imply a sustainable future for traditional handicrafts; and 3) 
foreign entrepreneurs working in Myanmar’s craft sector have an advantage over 
local ones. The first key insight gained is that Myanmar’s handicraft industries must 
produce social and economic value to remain sustainable, including via increased 
support from more aware institutions and development agencies. The collection of 
such data requires unambiguous definitions of crafts and handicraft industries to be 
established. In this study, stark variances were evident not only in the processes 
and materials used, but in the social and economic value that exists between 
Myanmar’s contemporary craft and traditional handicraft industries.  
Furthermore, this study’s findings contradict the assumption that increasing market 
demand enables an industry to remain viable (Kula, Downing & Field 2006). As 
discussed in Sub-section 5.2.2.2, as Myanmar’s market demand increases for 
traditional handicrafts (due to increases in tourism and globalisation), the workforce 
continues to dwindle; this is despite salaries and working conditions improving in 
these industries. Such results indicate that Myanmar’s traditional handicraft 
industries are unsustainable, regardless of market demand increases. While it may 
not die out completely, the signs are there that a vast amount of ICH is going to be 
lost as the industry converts to more contemporary craft practices.     
The third key insight gained from this research is the observation that foreign 
entrepreneurs establishing craft or handicraft enterprises in Myanmar have a 
dramatic impact on the craft sector. These entrepreneurs have an advantage over 
the local handicraft entrepreneurs in that they often have more technologically 
advanced skills, as well as the knowledge and foresight gained from living and being 
educated in a Western developed country. These foreigners are consequently more 
capable of influencing the craft sector in developing countries like Myanmar that 
are in the early stages of a transitioning economy. Furthermore, while they can 
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assist local entrepreneurs in their development, most eventually become their 
competitors. Based on this researcher’s past experiences, human nature shows 
itself to be two-sided; to assist others whilst also assisting one-self. When these two 
human traits conflict, the result is that those with an advantage tend to use it for 
self-preservation. In Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and now commencing to occur in 
Myanmar, foreigners are holding considerably superior market positions in the 
high-end craft and handicraft industries (Participant 28; Mohan, Harsh & Modi 
2017).    
5.2.5 How are institutional changes impacting artisanal livelihoods? 
Institutional players within Myanmar handicraft VCs appear to have had limited 
success in positively affecting artisan livelihoods. This study’s findings and 
contributions in this area were deduced from a review of the theoretical 
frameworks of MSD and Marketing Systems Theory.  
5.2.5.1 MSD contributions  
This study has extended the MSD model by mapping how institutional players affect 
the Myanmar handicraft industries including artisans’ SLs. Such institutions conduct 
support functions for the handicraft industries by providing infrastructure, 
information and related services, as well as via the setting and enforcement of 
established rules and laws (BEAM Exchange 2017; Christian Aid 2012; DCED 2013; 
Dietz 2013; Practical Action 2014; Springfield Centre 2014).  
The MSD model generally views industries from a meso/macro perspective where 
micro realities of those most vulnerable are excluded, this defeats the purpose of a 
pro-poor development model. If micro analysis is not conducted prior and post the 
intervention then how are the pro-poor outcomes measured? By establishing 
meso/macro pro-poor access to markets (Springfield Centre 2014), does not 
necessarily mean that they are effective. The MSD model is also often driven by a 
top-down process which suggests that those at the ‘top’ of the institutional 
hierarchy know what is best for the most vulnerable (i.e. those at the bottom). Yet 
this model is often referred to as being ‘inclusive’ (Campbell 2014; DFID 2005; 
UNESCAP 2016). This study therefore sought to understand the socioeconomic 
perspectives of artisans at the micro level, as well as distributors at the meso-
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socioeconomic level of VCs and institutional managers at the macro-socioeconomic 
level. The inclusive conceptual framework that was developed in this study is a 
fundamental contribution to SL and the pro-poor market system development 
ideology, as discussed further in Section 5.3. 
By having an institutional focus to view how artisans gain access to markets in 
Myanmar this study showed: 1) limited institutional support is given to artisans; 2) 
institutions lack a unified long-term strategy; 3) government agencies are ill-
equipped and under-resourced to support the handicraft industries; and 4) few 
institutions establish and measure SL and pro-poor indicators. The primary insight is 
that international and local institutions involved in Myanmar handicraft industries 
provide limited support to artisans. This appears to be due to a lack of a national, 
unified long-term strategy, as well as the local institutions’ inadequate resources. 
Although some institutions have linkages to one another (Figure 5.3, Section 5.3), 
they generally act independently or in a limited joint capacity. Furthermore, it was 
found that the institutions typically have limited resources and knowledge 
capabilities to properly implement SL and pro-poor development projects. 
Therefore, they take short- to medium-term, piecemeal approaches with outcomes 
that generally assist those that are already well established in the VCs and not those 
who genuinely need the assistance. 
Another key insight is that government agencies involved are ill-equipped to 
support the handicraft industries. For example, under the previous military 
government the SSID was mandated to manage the Myanmar cottage industry laws, 
yet little was accomplished due to insufficient funds (Participant 36). Under the NLD 
government, SSID had no such mandate, indicating neglect of the cottage industries 
especially crafts (the fourth largest employment industry in Myanmar) due to other 
perceived priorities.  
In addition, the MORAC institutional manager stated that the Myanmar handicrafts 
sector is not part of its mandate (Participant 37), while the SMED is only focused on 
enterprises with more than nine workers (Participant 36). Furthermore, 
MYANTRADE shows more interest in larger enterprises in alignment with 
suggestions from the UMFCCI on exports that are not tailored to the micro and 
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small artisan households (participants 29 and 35). Most of the international aid and 
development agencies are focused on government capacity building in Myanmar, 
with only a handful (e.g. UNIDO, ITC, AA, SDC and BC) having conducted projects 
that directly relate to handicraft industries (participants 28, 32, 33, 38 and 39). This 
lack of strategy and support for the handicraft industries is not a phenomenon 
unique to Myanmar. As contended by Redzuan and Aref (2011), the Malaysian 
handicrafts industry was also in disarray without a national, unified long-term 
strategy. 
The third primary insight stems from the 12 institutional managers interviewed in 
this study, where only two of them verified that they had established indicators to 
measure programme or project outcomes. Furthermore, among the institutional 
networks involved in Myanmar handicrafts, their outcomes have rarely been 
published, indicating a lack of transparency and public accountability.  
These study findings highlight the need for government involvement and support in 
the Myanmar handicraft industries, including a unified institutional MSD strategy 
that is measurable, transparent and focussed on assisting those most vulnerable in 
the VC - the artisans.       
5.2.5.2 Marketing Systems Theory contributions 
The literature shows that the primary focus of a marketing system is on economic 
exchange, involving a network of individuals, groups or entities embedded in a 
social matrix linked by sequential or shared participation that collectively creates 
economic value for the customer (Layton 2007; van Wood & Vitell 1986; Vargo & 
Lusch 2004; Wilkie & Moore 1999). Such creation of economic value is achieved by 
offering an assortment of products and services in response to customer demand 
(Arndt 1979; Dowling 1983; Klein & Nason 2000; Krieberg & Steele 1972; Layton 
2011). Despite this understanding, marketing systems analysis has never been 
conducted in relation to the Myanmar craft sector or its handicraft industries, let 
alone a mapping of its complex social matrix. This lack of detailed knowledge 
regarding institutional activity and how it interconnects (i.e. who is doing what, 
when and where) often leads to fragmented approaches and ill-informed decisions 
made by institutions (e.g. Bhaumik & Dinova 2011; Drzeniek-Hanouz 2015).   
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The main marketing systems findings from this study of Myanmar handicraft 
industries include: 1) the primitive trust-based systems in Myanmar are functional 
even though they are not legally-binding ; 2) institutional managers appear 
dysfunctional and lack accountability; and 3) marketing systems seem to be evolving 
from transitional circumstances rather than via planned institutional design. The 
primary key insight from these findings is that the handicraft social matrices are 
layered and complex even though they occur in so-called “primitive systems” 
(Layton 2011, p. 273), and on smaller scales than in developed countries. 
Furthermore, social order and trust is paramount in the social matrices of the 
Myanmar handicraft VCs, as these do not generally function via commercial, written 
contracts (that can be used by courts or arbitration to settle commercial disputes) 
but are based on verbal agreements (that are difficult to verify by arbitrators).  
Word-of-mouth spreads quickly in these complex, tightly-knit social matrices. Those 
that break such agreements find others are reluctant to do business with them in 
the future. Thus, handicraft industries in Myanmar do have commercial trust and 
order mechanisms in place even though they are primitive when compared to the 
complexities of Western developed marketing systems.  
The second key insight is that members of these more informal Myanmar handicraft 
VCs function relatively well, most likely due to the financial stake and personal self-
interest they have in the VC. The artisans and distributors interviewed in this study 
did not expect much from their institutions, so rarely felt disappointment from 
them. Most clarified that they have never received any support in any form from 
the government and other development agencies. Thus, effective functioning of the 
many institutions and their institutional managers involved at the macro level in the 
Myanmar handicraft industries was not evidenced in this study.  
Furthermore, from the interviews across all three research segments (artisans, 
distributors and institutional managers), institutional managers were often 
conveyed as dysfunctional; they appeared unable to understand or show concern 
about the repercussions of decisions they made regarding artisans’ livelihoods in 
Myanmar. In the interviews with government officials, all claimed to have a severe 
lack of financial resources at their disposal, which aligns with other research that 
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has highlighted that Myanmar government officials are often poorly paid (Chai & 
Mon 2010; Farrelly 2015; Kyaw Hsu Mon 2014).  
Despite such constraints, it came across in this study that some government officials 
worked extremely hard to carry out their duties and were genuinely interested in 
assisting artisans and the handicraft industries. It was also found that most 
international agency managers stayed in their positions between one and five years 
and then rotated to other countries. They appeared to have the right intentions of 
assisting the artisans and handicraft industries as they spoke emotionally and 
passionately when interviewed. Yet when observing some of their internal and 
published end-of-project reports, there was evidence they were blatantly ticking off 
their objectives and writing glowing self-praising reports (as confirmed by 
Participant 28; and Riddell 2014). Furthermore, once the donor funds were spent 
and project self-determined as being successful, several of them had moved on to 
another project or country, presumably to repeat the same process.  
In both this study’s interviews and observations among NGOs, associations, CSOs 
and volunteers, it was apparent that all had good intentions and seemed to be 
applying their efforts as best they could. However, without a personal financial 
stake in their projects, little appeared to be accomplished and limited long-term 
sustainable benefits seemed to be achieved. This could be due to a lack of 
resources, knowledge and/or accountability practices, as often witnessed when 
interviewing and observing local institutional managers.   
Furthermore, this study’s results have indicated that the VC leaders in Myanmar are 
well-experienced at dealing with institutional managers, and even highly skilled at 
leveraging benefits for themselves. Yet it would appear that after the institutional 
projects were completed, they rarely followed through with the programmes and 
recommendations the institutions had installed. 
The third key insight from this study is that the Myanmar handicraft marketing 
systems are improving via technological advancements as working conditions and 
incomes increase, allowing them to afford new basic tools and equipment (e.g. 
Huawei Android mobile phones and electric hand-held tools). These market-based 
systems appear to be evolving due to transitional circumstances rather than based 
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on institutional planning. As the country moves from global isolation to inclusion, 
tourism is increasing exponentially, investors are flocking into the country, and new 
technologies in communications and manufacturing are flooding in. Thus, many 
new opportunities have opened up, not only for the handicraft industries but across 
all sectors. Marketing systems within all of Myanmar’s industries are subsequently 
transforming to embrace these opportunities. Institutions are useful within these 
systems as long as they are able to genuinely support the industries as they 
progress, rather than extracting the benefits for their senior officials’ own economic 
gains.  
5.3 Conclusions on the Research Problem 
The theoretical and managerial implications discussed in this chapter allow 
conclusions to be drawn on the research problem that was derived from the 
evolutionary process of developing the conceptual framework in this study. The 
conceptual framework that was developed constantly morphed throughout this 
study’s data collection and analysis. What started as a simple framework of three 
concentric circles post-literature review (see Figure 2.11, Section 2.10), evolved into 
a complex conglomeration of models through phenomenological data collection 
methods followed by inductive and then deductive methods of TA. The final 
expanded conceptual framework contributes to and enhances knowledge of SL 
development, MSD and Marketing Systems Theory (see Figure 5.3 below). 
Furthermore, the various approaches and models on poverty reduction, livelihoods 
and MSD provided a detailed understanding of the interactivity between micro 
artisan livelihoods, meso Myanmar handicraft VCs, macro institutional forces and 
the cultural dimensions or nuances, as discussed in section 5.2.1.1. To obtain this 
depth of understanding is time-consuming and invariably becomes complex when 
numerous social linkages are placed into an all-encapsulating matrix of an entire 
socioeconomic system of an industry sector. Although once complete, it offers clear 
insights on what is happening within the marketing system based on transitions 
occurring at the point of data collection and analysis. It also offers insights into the 
trajectory of where the system is heading; although this must be viewed as a 
snapshot in time that offers limited predictive power. 
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Figure 5.3: Expanded conceptual framework (post-data collection and analysis) 
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5.3.1 Addressing the primary research question 
The primary research question for this study asked: 
What are the dimensions and characteristics of the artisanal livelihood in a 
developing country, like Myanmar that is undergoing rapid socioeconomic 
transition?  
Figure 5.3 illustrates the key micro, meso and macro dimensions affecting the 
livelihoods of Myanmar artisans during socieconomic transitions. At the core of this 
model is the social matrix of networks. These networks are mainly comprised of 
individuals and groups that participate in marketing systems involving economic 
exchanges (Hani 2012; Layton 2009). The findings of this study suggest that it is this 
social matrix of networks that deeply influences the wellbeing of a community, as 
well as its implied quality of livelihood issues. Such social networks are dynamic and 
follow cultural and social norms by which they establish and then abide by market 
rules; yet, the market systems are never static, they are in a perpetual process of 
change to establish efficient, beneficial trade exchanges. Furthermore, findings in 
this study indicate that those that yield power within these social networks have 
the greatest amount of influence and tend to benefit the most from its functions. In 
addition, such social networks and cultural norms dictate the gender roles within 
the Myanmar handicraft industries and market systems. 
According to MSD theory, macro-level institutional market development players 
establish the support functions and rules that assist the dynamics of supply and 
demand (as shown in Figure 5.3, where market dynamics are represented by the 
meso-level VC activities shown in blue). MSD theory also states that if institutions 
(on the macro level) allow those that are poor or vulnerable (on the micro level, 
shown in green in Figure 5.3) to fairly access market systems and social networks, 
this alleviates poverty and vulnerabilities (Springfield Centre 2014). This top-down 
(macro, meso, micro) approach is a logical assumption when institutions function 
well. However, it is well-recognised that in developing countries such institutions 
are often incapable and/or corrupted to perform such tasks at a required standard 
(Lederman & Maloney 2008; OECD 2008b; Sachs & Warner 2001; World Bank 2012).  
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The findings of this study showed that the institutions involved in the Myanmar 
handicraft industries tended to be dysfunctional and ill-equipped to: 1) offer 
support functions; and 2) control the market rules. Thus, those with power and 
controlling interests in the Myanmar handicraft VCs often took it upon themselves 
to fill this void in the institutional macro level, primarily for their own benefit. They 
achieved this by becoming deeply-entrenched actors within institutional public and 
private partnerships (P3), which allowed them to yield their power on the macro 
level. Thus, there appears to be no economic incentive for these handicraft VC 
controllers and institutional influencers to accept a pro-poor position. Although 
they are happy to verbally espouse their willingness to participate in pro-poor 
development, ultimately their actions show otherwise (as discussed by Participant 
33, a senior manager of UNIDO pro-poor handicraft programs in Myanmar).  
Furthermore, in developing countries where institutions are often dysfunctional 
and/or corrupted, it is difficult to envision such institutions implementing the 
theoretical top-down MSD approach; commencing with the macro elements, 
moving down to the meso VC level, to obtain SL and pro-poor outcomes at the 
micro level. As evidenced in this study, without adequately-functioning institutional 
support, the situation in Myanmar handicraft industries appears to have evolved 
from the bottom up (micro, meso and then macro levels). At the micro level, 
artisans operating in households (cottage industries) included a few entrepreneurs 
among their ranks who with their visions and determination established and now 
controlled VCs at the meso level. Many of these same VC artisan/entrepreneurs 
became influential within institutional P3s and subsequently have solidified 
themselves within the institutional handicraft market system as VC leaders. These 
VC leaders subsequently influenced and were involved in creating the market rules 
that were primarily for their own benefit. Thus, the handicraft market system in 
Myanmar seems to be created from the bottom up, with those with VC power 
attempting to control the handicraft industries from the top down.  
In addition, the international agencies working in Myanmar and using the macro, 
top-down theoretical MSD approaches and resources, generally commence by 
seeking support from the country’s institutions influenced or controlled by VC 
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leaders. Therefore, MSD theory appears to be an impractical strategy to employ in 
the Myanmar handicraft industries as a SL/pro-poor development model. 
In conclusion, as Figure 5.3 highlights, the development process in the handicrafts 
sector in Myanmar should commence with a micro-based livelihood approach to 
better understand the basic livelihood characteristics, needs and wants. With this 
knowledge, MSD elements at the meso level of VCs followed by the macro-based 
institutional perspectives, could then be investigated. This would offer a thorough 
understanding of the social matrix of networks based on the population’s national 
cultural dimensions, enabling comprehensive development strategy to intervene 
and genuinely assist artisan livelihoods in Myanmar. It may even be possible to 
establish strategies that are simultenously top-down and bottom-up; although 
further research is required in this area.  
5.3.2 Recommendations to enhance the livelihood and MSD approach in 
Myanmar handicraft industries 
This research expands on SL and MSD approaches within the pro-poor development 
field by creating an integrated comprehensive conceptual framework (as illustrated 
in Figure 5.3). This includes the capability of further assisting researchers to better 
understand how a homogeneous group of people such as artisans obtain a 
livelihood. Previous research has identified the attributes of SLs (DFID 1999; Krantz 
2001; Solesbury 2003), how households work towards ‘keeping the house going’ 
(NADEL & SDC 2007), and how market-based attributes affect livelihoods (Kanji, 
MacGregor & Tacoli 2005; Springfield Centre 2014). Yet individually, each of these 
livelihood models does not offer a combined and holistic view of the livelihood, VC 
and institutional context.  
Furthermore, the focus of former livelihood and VC literature has either been on 
the micro or macro perspective, with limited discussion given to the complexities of 
these socioeconomic relationships. To explore this gap in this study, Marketing 
Systems Theory of embedded social matrices was applied including: DFID’s SLA; 
NADEL’s RLS model; Porter’s and Hine’s VC analysis models; McCarthy’s Marketing 
Mix; and the Springfield Centre’s MSD model. Applying these enabled a more 
comprehensive understanding of artisan livelihoods in Myanmar; it subsequently 
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makes a primary contribution as it integrates the SL and MSD approaches across 
micro, meso and macro levels of society.  
The major insights gained in this study regarding livelihood and pro-poor 
development research frameworks include: 1) well-established SLA and MSD 
frameworks are not as simplistic as their models imply; 2) social networks are 
intrinsically-valuable to the understanding of socioeconomic systems found in 
artisanal livelihoods; and 3) ICH is being eroded due to unintended consequences of 
development interventions.  
The primary insight is that these frameworks and subsequent interventions are not 
as simplistic as the aforementioned models appear to insinuate. Socioeconomic 
development studies are far more complex, yet practitioners and consultants are 
typically given short periods (up to three months) to create strategies for long-term 
durable solutions to real livelihood problems. These time-limited development 
practices barely scratch the surface of the understanding of a given population’s 
livelihood issues, let alone being capable of providing inclusive sustainable 
solutions. This study found that budget and time constraints were generally 
bestowed upon institutions by donors, who demanded to see positive outcomes in 
short time frames. Therefore, the institutions needed to show ‘quick wins’ on how 
they performed with donor funds; typically referred to as ‘picking the low-hanging 
fruit’. This unearthed phenomenon is the crux of the problem with SL and MSD 
programs within Myanmar institutions involved in handicraft sector development.  
A second major insight is that social network matrices, although complex, are 
intrinsic to the understanding of socioeconomic systems found in Myanmar artisan 
livelihoods. Adequate time, financial resources and well-developed integrated 
frameworks are required to unravel the complexities of the problems including 
intervening with durable solutions. A well-espoused statement often heard in this 
study among institutions involved in the Myanmar handicraft sector is that ‘some 
research is better than none’. This is a concern in that if research is conducted that 
leads to ‘quick wins’ for institutions but poor long-term decisions being made, this is 
in effect a worse outcome than if no research was conducted. Clearly, what is 
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needed is a longer-term sustainability focus, as development is not just a one-off 
process but occurs over an extended period of time (McGahan 2004).  
A third insight is in regard to artisanal ICH in Myanmar being eroded as an 
unintended consequence of development interventions. Based on the literature, 
interviews conducted and observations in this study, the handicraft sector market 
players and the Myanmar population as a whole need to make a conscientious 
decision to either let the ICH of traditional handicrafts fade out and morph into 
contemporary craft industries or work to preserve it. Many aspects of ICH have 
been known to disappear as development, modernisation, Westernisation and 
globalisation occur (Chapagain 2017; Hirai 1983; Kaul 2012; Samalavičius 2005; 
UNESCO 2017; Wade 1999; Wahab, Odunsi & Ajiboye 2012). 
Lastly, prior research has given little attention to the complex social and economic 
matrices of networks that are involved in markets. In line with Marketing Systems 
Theory, this study contends that to fully comprehend the complex social and 
economic platforms within marketing systems, micro, meso and macro levels of 
understanding are required prior to formulating interventionist development 
strategies. Otherwise unintended consequences could result from valuable insights 
being missed. Thus, for MSD interventions to be effective and sustainable over the 
longer term, one parent theory cannot be selected over another; a blending of 
theories is required to enrich a researcher’s understanding of the issues and to 
minimise risk of intervention failure.  
5.4 Summary of the Implications for Policy and Practice 
5.4.1 Summary of the implications for private sector managers 
The framework presented in Figure 5.3, could be used by handicraft private sector 
managers to conduct a thorough analysis across micro, meso and macro 
environments, to develop short- to medium-term strategies for their own 
commercial and competitive advantage, whilst sacrificing the interests of vulnerable 
artisans.   
A major implication when a framework is modelled from the top down to deliver 
benefits for the poor or the most vulnerable is that the private sector managers 
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often face a dilemma. That is, these VC players must appear to be socially 
responsible while also looking after their own commercial interests, which at times 
can result in internalised conflict. Furthermore, research examining corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) and its relationship to profitability is divided, with some studies 
identifying a positive relationship (Orlitzky, Schmidt & Rynes 2003), others seeing no 
association (Aupperle, Carroll & Hatfield 1985; Bauer, Koedjik & Otten 2005; Tran et 
al. 2015), and some a negative relationship (Brammer, Brooks & Pavelin 2006). The 
literature on whether CSR affects profitability remains non-conclusive.  
Based on the data supplied by the three participant segments, this study found that 
private sector managers within the handicraft VCs looked after their own 
profitability interests over that of society or the industry as a whole. Therefore, if 
handicraft private sector managers are not actively concerned with the fate of 
vulnerable artisans, asking them to be involved in MSD is likely doomed to fail, as 
their self-interests seem to dictate their commercial ideology and actions. According 
to the institutional managers interviewed here, private sector managers show 
enthusiasm and regularly participate in SL and pro-poor development workshops; 
yet when actions are called for they resist the change and a lack of contribution 
becomes apparent. This evidence implies that private sector managers in handicraft 
industries generally see such SL and pro-poor initiatives as diminishing their own 
capital assets. For example, if artisan salaries and conditions are increased, their 
profits are inversely affected:    
Intuitively it makes sense that investment in CSR could lead to 
improvements in brand reputation, which could translate into higher sales, 
premium prices and better attraction/retention of staff, amongst other 
things. But showing [such] causation is very difficult. (Nielsen 2012, n.p.) 
If socially-responsible SL and pro-poor programmes do not financially benefit 
private business practices, regulation appears to be the only solution. 
5.4.2 Summary of the implications for public sector managers 
This study’s theoretical framework in Figure 5.3 can be applied by handicraft public 
sector analysts and managers to gain a depth of understanding in relation to: 1) 
artisan livelihood situations and socioeconomic networks at the micro level; 2) 
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handicraft industry VC strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, as well as 
the socioeconomic matrix of networks occurring at the meso environment strata; 
and 3) handicraft market system players, support functions and rules of the game, 
including how these are used within socioeconomic networks by market players at a 
macro-level perspective. If given adequate time and resources to conduct such 
research, this would enable a detailed picture of the handicraft environment of a 
developing nation, to develop a mix of micro and macro strategies and policies to 
strengthen the handicraft industries and assist the most vulnerable artisans within 
them.  
However, while in theory this seems plausible, in practice the reality is that time 
and resources are severely constrained, with public sector analysts and managers 
required to show short-term successes to appease their funders. Thus, most 
practitioners are directed to conduct data collection and analyses and prepare 
reports with limited resources, with generally between three and six months to 
complete. Furthermore, with each institution having their own agenda and 
conducting their own streams of research via limited resources, this piecemeal 
approach to development can lead to a dysfunctional patchwork of projects. To 
overcome this, a unified institutional approach and pool of resources is required, 
with each institution held accountable for its designated outputs.  
Another major implication of this study is that a nation’s public institutions must 
make a conscientious decision on whether they wish to preserve traditional 
handicrafts industries as ICH via policy and laws; if so, they must determine the best 
way forward. One solution is to examine how other countries such as Australia, 
Canada, USA and Taiwan have established laws to protect indigenous or native arts 
and craft industries. Furthermore, Japan established the Promotion of Traditional 
Craft Industry Law in the 1970s and has a wealth of experience to share with 
developing countries. The core hurdle is to ensure that the process is not hijacked 
by capitalist-styled entrepreneurs seeking to gain advantage; that it genuinely 
assists handicraft artisans. If the nation is not willing to preserve traditional 
handicrafts, they do not need to do anything as eventually such traditional sectors 
will naturally morph into a contemporary craft sector. It has been suggested that 
this has already been experienced in Malaysia (Quah 2017; Ruxyn 2017), Taiwan 
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(Chang, Wall & Chang 2008; Maschke 2016; Scanlon 2006) and South Korea (Korea 
Craft and Design Foundation 2015).    
5.5 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 
As with most research, this study has several limitations, which could restrict the 
generalisability of these results. The discussions of the results presented had 
addressed each of the research questions that primarily act as insights and by no 
means are they conclusive due to the limited scope of this research and the small 
samples sizes drawn. Nonetheless, they could be used as a basis for conducting 
further detailed and more conclusive research or at least provide potential 
directions for future research. 
5.5.1 Limitations 
A primary limitation is the contextual aspect of this study. A qualitatively-dominant, 
MMPR approach was used to garner a deep understanding of the context and to 
explain how Myanmar artisans sustain their livelihoods including during the 
transitional changes they are experiencing. This typically means that study findings 
are not statistical and are therefore unable to be generalised beyond those 
participants that were interviewed (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Lincoln & Guba 1985). 
However, the use of MMPR approaches generally allows for the interview, 
observation and literature data to be triangulated, which has strengthened 
objectivity of the artisan livelihood phenomena being studied here. Furthermore, 
such an approach is capable of offering rich insights of the Myanmar artisan context 
that is complex, dynamic and multidimensional, and enables further qualitative and 
quantitative methods of research to be conducted (Michailova 2011). 
Understanding these underlying mechanisms allows for the building of theory that 
is generalisable, leading to further research. 
Constraints of time and financial resources meant that a cross-sectional study was 
required. Thus, a limitation of this study is that the findings only provide a snapshot 
of participants’ perceptions, at a given point of time (2015-2016). If time and 
financial resources are available, longitudinal studies are recommended for future 
research, to more accurately measure changes over time (Holland, Thomson & 
Henderson 2006).  
 300 
 
Furthermore, although saturation occurred across the three participant segments in 
this study, an argument could still be made about a lack of generalisability. 
However, the goal of this qualitative study was never to generalise the findings, but 
to provide a rich, contextualised understanding of Myanmar artisans’ livelihood 
experiences during periods of transition (as discussed in Polit & Beck 2010). Further 
insights were consequently gathered on how VCs and institutions affect Myanmar 
artisan livelihoods. Data saturation then indicated that the primary information 
gained had been exhausted and that further data collection would have a null effect 
on the findings (Patton 2015). This allowed for a theory to be built that has the 
potential of being used in other similar contexts. 
The purposive homogeneous sampling method used here was highly effective in 
obtaining artisan, distributor and institutional manager data that was cost- and 
time-effective, while still allowing deep insights via sound judgement (Black 2010). 
However, this method can be prone to researcher errors and judgements that could 
bias the findings by selecting samples that do not adequately represent the 
population within those homogeneous groups (Laerd 2017; Saunders, Lewis & 
Thornhill 2009). Nevertheless, the selection criteria adopted and used here helped 
to minimise the possibility of subjective sample selection. 
Another limitation of this study was the geo-spatial context of the participants 
sampled and interviewed (Lubienski & Lee 2017). Due to high security risks and 
unsafe access, data could not be collected in various border areas of Myanmar that 
were experiencing civil armed conflict. It was well-known that conflict impacts on 
poverty (Rohwerder 2014); thus, absolute poverty among artisans may have been 
stronger in the Myanmar border-conflict and other non-tourist areas. However, 
areas with armed conflict are often considered as exceptional and not 
representative of supposed ‘normal’ livelihood circumstances (Ciccarelli 2010); thus, 
the exclusion of conflict areas is not expected to invalidate the results of this study.  
In addition, while ITA allows a researcher to describe issues via direct data evidence 
(i.e. grounded in the data), it also has its limitations as the researcher is required to 
apply selective judgement to determine which data is classified under which 
particular theme (Braun & Clarke 2006). This can lead to limitations in reliability and 
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replicability, as different researchers may use varying judgements to classify the 
same data and therefore yield different results (Carson et al. 2001; Gray 2014). 
However, by supplementing this approach with DTA, the researcher can match the 
data to well-established theory, as done in this study. This minimises the reliance on 
selective judgement and brings greater objectivity to the study, in that if other 
analysts used the same theory and data, they should obtain similar results.  
A further limitation of this study is that particular definitions used here appear to be 
subjective even though they are based on published literature. For example, what 
constitutes a satisfactory or inadequate livelihood, what determines poverty, and 
what is meant by the term ‘handicraft’, have all been applied subjectively by former 
researchers, which may lead to a lack of reliability in analysis (e.g. Krantz 2001). 
Throughout this study, the rationale for the definitional choices has been provided.  
Ultimately, these limitations suggest that the results have limited transferability 
beyond the context of this study. In effect, the results may be unique to the artisan 
setting investigated in Myanmar and specifically on artisan, distributor and senior 
institutional participants. However, these limitations do not detract from the overall 
strengths, but merely provide platforms for potential future research, as discussed 
in the following section.      
5.5.2 Recommendations for future research  
Although this exploratory study has unearthed many issues and made valuable 
academic and managerial contributions towards artisan livelihoods and handicraft 
development in Myanmar, it primarily acts as a contextual background for further 
research to be conducted. Recommendations for further research include: 1) testing 
of conceptual framework developed in this study across various contexts; 2) 
separate quantitative longitudinal research programs for traditional and 
contemporary craft artisans; 3) institutional processes for livelihood and 
development interventionist strategies; 4) investigation of power structures and 
types capable of developing viable livelihood development solutions; 5) 
interviewing of lower-level institutional officers; 6) gaining of knowledge on 
traditional handicrafts produced by numerous ethnic groups in Myanmar; 7) better 
understanding of gender equity issues in the handicraft industries; and 8) greater 
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academic debate on the definitions of positive social change and what this means 
for developing countries.   
Furthermore, the conceptual framework that was developed in this study (see 
Figure 5.3) requires further research to test and determine its reliability and validity 
in other contexts. For example, it could be tested among artisans and handicraft 
industries in other countries or in other occupational livelihoods and industries. This 
would confirm or dispel the framework’s utility to act as a research tool for data 
collection and analysis in broader contexts. 
As stated on numerous occasions in this study, the Myanmar craft sector is one of 
the nation’s top four employers (i.e. representing 12% of Myanmar’s workforce) 
and requires far more research to better understand its social and economic 
contributions to Myanmar’s culture, tourism and GDP. As a point of urgency, it is 
recommended that biennial quantitative longitudinal research programmes be 
established by an appointed government institution (e.g. SSID) to maintain two 
separate livelihood databases for both traditional and contemporary craft artisans. 
The data to be collected and analysed for each database should include but not be 
restricted to the categories indicated in this study’s conceptual framework. 
Conducting additional quantitative longitudinal research would offer statistical 
evidence on a broad range of indicators (e.g. absolute and relative poverty levels 
among Myanmar artisans, salaries, savings and loans, gender representation, and 
the level of power and corruption practices within the industries). These results 
could be generalised across the total artisan population in Myanmar, and would be 
reliable in that they can be readily replicated. Furthermore, such longitudinal 
research could deduce the changes that occur between the two different time 
periods, allowing for evidence-based strategy development. It is also recommended 
that further qualitative research be undertaken to supplement such quantitative 
data.   
As a mixed-method exploratory study, the proposed strategy formulation process as 
illustrated in the conceptual framework (see Figure 5.3) was inductively built and 
then deductively applied using the same qualitative data. It was assumed that the 
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deductive approach would yield similar results since the framework was built from 
the same data. Therefore, future research is needed across various contexts and 
industries to help confirm or debunk the conceptual framework’s applicability in 
other contexts, and to potentially reveal additional insights and methodological 
procedures.  
This study unearthed power issues within handicraft VCs in Myanmar, and found 
they are a major hindrance to livelihood development interventions. Further 
research is therefore required to investigate such power structures and types, to 
develop viable pro-poor development solutions for handicraft VCs.   
This study also discovered that while many institutions have been either directly or 
indirectly involved in Myanmar’s handicraft industries, the outcomes of their 
projects have had limited success in supporting artisans and the handicraft VC. 
There is therefore an opportunity for further research to gain a better 
understanding of how institutions deliver their projects and what the primary 
causes of failure are. Even though the insights from this study’s institutional 
managers were fruitful, further research could be conducted among lower-level 
institutional officers as they may offer more of a hands-on perspective, which could 
yield different results.   
Some ethnic groups living in Myanmar (e.g. Mon, Naga, Wa, Palaung, Karen, Chin 
and Dai) are also located in other SE Asia countries, including communities in 
Thailand, Laos, China, Cambodia and Vietnam. Future research could therefore 
determine the similarity and difference of the artisans’ livelihoods within each of 
these ethnic groups across their different locations, to determine whether 
socioeconomic transitions affect them differently from those in this study that 
focused on Myanmar. 
Furthermore, although raised in this study, gender equity issues go beyond the 
boundaries of this research. The exploratory findings of this study suggest that 
further research and international academic debate is required on researchers’ 
stance regarding gender equity issues, and on the propagation methods of gender 
equity values in developing countries. In addition to research on social gender 
issues, this study urges greater debate on the definitions of positive social change 
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and what it really means for developing countries. It appears that positive social 
change means following Western notions of social standards, beliefs, morals and 
norms, and that those societies that sway away from Western norms are often 
perceived as negative social changes. What exactly are the factors that delineate 
between positive and negative social change? Do developing countries have the 
inalienable right to self-determine their social change? These considerations need 
greater philosophical debate and research.      
In summary, while this study offers evidence-based exploratory findings, it is clear 
that more research needs to be undertaken to understand the Myanmar artisan 
livelihoods and their respective handicraft industries.   
5.6 Conclusion  
In conclusion, this study has made contributions to both the theoretical literature 
and managerial understanding of Myanmar artisan livelihoods and handicraft 
industries. Findings from this study have created a new framework for future 
research via a multi-method approach involving the micro, meso and macro 
perspectives that centres on social networks and matrices and focusses attention 
on preserving developing country’s ICH. This study’s framework has the potential to 
offer a holistic picture of artisan livelihoods that is market-based and capable of 
capturing socioeconomic transitional changes over time and to protect the 
country’s handicraft ICH. 
This study’s findings have highlighted that while most of Myanmar’s traditional 
artisans are content with their occupations, transitional socioeconomic changes are 
creating pressures on their industries. Such pressures are reducing their workforce 
and depleting their natural resources, which makes them unsustainable in the 
longer-term future. Adding to this pressure, the public sector institutions involved in 
handicraft industries and artisan development are mostly dysfunctional, and do not 
have an effective structure in place to manage Myanmar’s handicraft industries 
including its development. At the same time, most private sector managers 
influence or embed themselves within public institutions and covertly take 
advantage of pro-poor or public development interventions, to secure their 
business positions and/or obtain competitive advantage. This leaves the public 
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sector managers to either prove that financial benefits will flow on to the private 
sector from the interventions, or to develop legislation and/or structures that 
prevent the private sector from taking advantage.   
Myanmar artisans have acted as the custodians of unique ICH skills and values for 
millennia, from which they have drawn sustained livelihoods. If Myanmar society 
chooses not to preserve its traditional handicraft industries, then it is inevitable that 
these traditions will be consumed by the ongoing socioeconomic transitions. With 
such a demise of traditional handicrafts, a considerable part of Myanmar’s cultural 
identity will be lost, only to be experienced in artificial tourist venues, museums and 
in history books.  
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